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Afterword. 


Only the Ring 
Finger Knows 


AM iets fistimpression upon meeting was awful. 

He had smooth good looks, he was talented at 
every sport, his grades were at the top of his class and 
everybody knew him. He was a perfect teacher’s pet, he 
was nice to everyone, he had impeccable courtesy and 
an unforgettable presence. His reputation had spread as 
far as neighboring schools, and he boasted an unabating 
popularity as the “Ideal Prince” of the girls. That was 
Yuichi Kazuki. 

Yet despite all that... 

“... Don’t give me orders,” Yuichi told him with 
a frigid look, when they happened to stand side by side at 
the school water fountain. He was practically enveloped 
in an air of unrelenting hostility toward him, like he had 
just met someone who had killed his parents or some 
destined nemesis. 

That was why Wataru Fujii had no idea. 

No idea of the desire deep within his eyes, no 
idea of the confession sealed within his lips. 

No idea of the tiny secret concealed within the 
mixed-up rings with the same design. 


Ever since that day, Wataru’s chest had always 


ached. 
At first, he was sad over how coldly he was 
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treated. The smiling face Yuichi shared with everyone 
else rejected him alone. It pained him to be the target of 
nothing but sneering and sarcastic words. 

Before long, he noticed himself caring for Yuichi. 
His desires were miraculously fulfilled, even after 
finding the place where the identical rings belonged. 

But Wataru’s chest still ached like before. 

It was a pain that went unnoticed until he came 
to care for someone. However happy he was, even when 
Yuichi was smiling, his chest ached all the same. 

And thus—he continued to pray. 


May we be together, be it for a minute or a mere 
second. 
May you always smile for me at my side. 


“So what I’m gettin’ at is, why the hell do people 
like that exist in society?!” Wataru Fujii grumbled 
loudly before chugging down the rest of his can of beer. 
He drew closer toward his best friend, who was leaning 
back slightly and observing him. 

“Am I right or what, Kawamura? You followin’ 
what I’m sayin’? Am I right?” 

“I feel like we’ve been through this whole thing 
before...” 

“Look, I mean, this Yuichi Kazuki guy, you 
wouldn’t believe how big he acts around me, the way 
he acts talking crap about others. He’s perverse and 
vain, and for all that godawful personality of his, he still 
looks kind of... no, he looks really fine, and sometimes 
his conscience surprises me. He talks it up, but deep 
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down he’s nice and serious, always considering my 
feelings...” 

“.. Are you bitching about him or praising him? 
Make up your mind.” 

“[’m gettin’ to that! So what the hell is a guy 
like that doing sending back a ring out of the damned 
blue?!” 

Tomoaki Kawamura went™ silent with an 
expression of mixed feelings, making out bits and pieces 
of his friend’s situation while wondering to himself, 
what am I supposed to say to that? 

Wataru grew more dejected upon seeing his 
usually chatty friend giving such a sober response. 

Aw man, how did it get this way, anyway...? 

It was back when the painstaking exam period 
had just passed, and all that was left was to wait for 
graduation. 

The two of them had each passed their exams 
to get into their respective first college of choice. They 
were holding a little celebration in Kawamura’s room 
while his family was out of the house. But Wataru was 
already half-despairing, and as he drank more beer, he 
gradually slipped into a drunken depression. It was all 
because of his lover’s irrational actions. 

I'm so hopeless. However much Kawamura 
knows about Kazuki and I... I’m just too soft. 

Sorry, he apologized from the bottom of his 


heart. 

Kawamura had been a good listener for him even 
before this. He had cheered on Wataru’s homosexual 
romance with Yuichi Kazuki from the shadows, and he 
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had never shown the slightest hint of prejudice. Their 
relationship was discreet, and the small handful of people 
like Kawamura and his own younger sister Karin who 
knew about it were great boons to Wataru, who couldn’t 
open up about it to others. 

But this time, it seemed that even Kawamura 
could offer no words of consolation. 

“Wataru, I... like you.” Yuichi’s voice rang out 
with sincerity across the ocean, over the phone. 

He spoke as though he might miss out on his 
chance forever if he didn’t say it now, and Wataru could 
tell that the situation for Yuichi had suddenly changed 
in some way. But Wataru had never expected Yuichi to 
extend his stay in New York, much less to send back 
his counterpart ring, which he treasured more than 
anything. 

Ugh, what is he thinking? This isn'tsome cheap 
accessory or souvenir. It’s something special, isn’t it? 
Didn't it bind us together? How could he send this ring 
back by itself without a word...? 

Wataru was in considerable shock, and it was 
certainly understandable. The ring Yuichi had sent back 
to him was a memento, one that had led to the two of 
them going out. Rings had been popular at their school 
at the time, and mistakenly switching out two rings with 
the same design had been the beginning of it all. Wataru 
learned afterward that Yuichi had made a replica of 
Wataru’s ring because he had a secret crush, and after 
a lot of twists and turns, they finally realized their love, 
and Wataru’s feelings grew rather strong. 

I couldn't have been the only one out of us that 
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emt that way... right? 

The return of the ring must have had something 
= do with his return home being postponed. Wataru 
Ged a hunch on that. But regardless of the reason, he 
Ged been unable to’reach Yuichi since then. Because 
ef that, anxiety swelled unabated within him, and he 
couldn’t muster up any desire to celebrate his own exam 
Passing. 

“Um... hey,” Kawamura spoke up casually with 
his finger holding the tab on a new can of beer. “Uh, 
wouldn’t Kazuki have at least explained it? Why he sent 
back the ring, or uh... something...” 


“Wataru? Hey man, are you okay? Aw, just 
drink up. C’mon, chug it!” 

You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to. That 
was the implicit meaning in the plucky Kawamura’s 
words as he offered over the open beer. Kawamura’s 
blunt kindness gave Wataru an overwhelming urge to 
spill his guts on the spot, but he barely managed to hold 
it in. 

I just don’t know what to say... 

If he opened his mouth now, all the anxiety and 
resentment would come brimming out and there would 
be no stopping it. If that happened, it wouldn’t stop at 
simple complaining. Kawamura. had stuck through his 
grumbling here at their passing ceremony, and Wataru 
wasn’t about to put him through worse. 

But, why?! Why would Kazuki. 


I just don’t get 


The ring had fallen out of a special delivery 
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airmail package. 

Yuichi had said that it would run long if he 
sent an email so he had written an explanation of the 
circumstances in a letter, but Wataru knew that was just 
an excuse to return the ring. Why? Because the enclosed 
letter barely had a few lines, that’s why. If he had called 
up and told Wataru over the phone that he was returning 
the ring, it probably wouldn’t have bothered Wataru 
nearly so much; in fact, it might have even avoided this 
kind of development. After all, minor issues weren’t 
worth dealing with over expensive and time-consuming 
international calls. 

Kazuki... 

Wataru thought back once more to the content 
of the letter that he had pondered dozens of times in the 
past three days. 


“Wataru, sorry my return has been postponed. 
I’m sure you're worried, but I'll do everything I can to 
get back soon, so wait a little longer please. I’ll entrust 
my ring to you until we’re reunited. I'll keep in touch.” 

No matter how many times he re-read it in his 
trembling hands, that was all that was written on the 
white stationery. Wataru had asked him to give some 
information on why his return was being postponed, but 
not a word about that was written, and perhaps that was 
a deliberate choice. The silver ring had been entrusted 
to him without asking, with feelings hard to accept, and 
this agitated Wataru greatly. 

I'm the one who pushed him to go to New York. I 
didn't want him to have regrets, and I thought it wouldn’t 
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do any damage to our relationship. But... 

There was presently a woman named Mizuho at 
Yuichi’s side. She was an older woman, eight years his 
senior, who had gone out with him very briefly before 
he started high school. She used to be his older brother’s 
girlfriend, and he admired her greatly. 

Mizuho had told him she missed him for the first 
time since they had separated. She was suffering from a 
serious heart disease and was to undergo surgery in New 
York. The surgery had a low chance of success, and she 
didn’t want to leave with any regrets. However, Yuichi 
tried to turn down her request without even consulting 
with Wataru. His reason was that he had been afraid 
that his going to the U.S. would make Wataru anxious 
before his exams. But the two of them ultimately talked 
it out, and Yuichi ended up heading for New York on 
the condition that it would only be until the surgery was 
over. 

Almost three weeks had passed since then. It was 
long past the time when Yuichi was initially scheduled 
to return, and he still made no indication that he would 
be coming back soon. 

It’s strange. Mizuho's surgery was even a 
success. 

Having received the ring, Wataru of course tried 
to contact Yuichi right away. It was approaching 1 a.m. 
in New York but maybe he was still awake, barely. Bah, 
he’d talk to Yuichi even if it meant forcing him awake. 
He was fired up. 

But... 

“This phone has been turned off...” 
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The repeating robotic-sounding message just 
made Wataru despair. It was doubtful that he would be 
in the hospital at this hour, and this was the first time 
Yuichi had ever cut off his phone. 

What the heck is the deal...? 

The slowly smoldering bad premonition 
suddenly felt all too real. 

Sure, Yuichi had once spent ten days cramming 
for a summer mock exam, and Wataru hadn’t been able 
to get in touch with him then either. But the timing of 
this was too wrong. It was like a flashing neon sign 
saying not to call him. Yuichi must have predicted that 
Wataru would call once the ring reached him, and taken 
the initiative to avoid,it. That was the only way Wataru 
could see it. 

Kazuki... Why? Why...? 

Wataru still wouldn’t give up, though. He tried 
calling again, this time to the hotel where Yuichi was 
staying. But it just kept ringing with no indication of 
anyone coming to answer it. Maybe there weren’t many 
people in the middle of the night, or the front desk 
was closed. He let the phone ring with its hollow tone 
and finally hung up at around the twentieth ring, then 
tried calling Yuichi’s cell phone again. He couldn’t get 
through, nor did he expect to, and as a last resort he had 
fired off an email to Yuichi reading, “Call me.” 

Today marked the third day since then. 

Wataru had kept his cell phone on him at all 
times in case Yuichi called, but he received no phone 
calls or even a single email from his beloved partner. 


re 
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Kawamura would interrupt his reflections with 
casual conversation. 

“It’s kinda weird to fall out of contact like that in 
the U.S. Maybe Kazuki’s family has heard something? 
Surely his parents would know what’s going on?” 

“I haven’t asked yet.” 

“Why not? If you're to the point of drinking 
yourself silly and getting all wound up, just give ’em a 
call already. Or, like... ask Shohei or something. You 
know his number, right?” 

Of course Wataru had thought of that. But he had 
no idea how to broach the subject with Yuichi’s parents. 
He had been introduced as Yuichi’s underclassman 
when he’d gone to Yuichi’s place to hang out before; he 
was nothing more to them. 

Besides... would they tell me even if I asked? 

The reason Yuichi didn’t put any details in the 
letter must have been because Yuichi didn’t want to tell 
Wataru that he couldn’t come back. If that was the case, 
he certainly didn’t expect Yuichi’s relatives to tell much 
of the truth to some mere underclassman. 

And Shohei would be even less likely to help! 

Shohei was Yuichi’s elder brother, and he knew 
full well about Wataru and Yuichi being an item. But he 
was firmly convinced that his beloved younger brother’s 
lover was gay and must have led a shady lifestyle, and 
he was against their relationship. Considering all the 
schemes he’d tried to hatch, he would have no reason to 
tell Wataru anything. 

“I tried calling the hotel a few times. but...” 
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“They always say he’s out, huh? Well, he did go 
overseas to visit a sick person. Maybe it has something 
to do with her? Like, he could be spending days at a time 
there. That would explain his cell phone being off the 
whole time, wouldn’t it? C’mon, Wataru. It’s probably 
something like that.” 

At some point the canned beer had gotten warm. 
Wataru mechanically chugged it down his throat as the 
thought echoed in his chest, But sending the ring back is 
still strange. 

“... Pl just wait a little longer and see. The letter 
did say to wait.” 

“Wataru...” 

Wataru addressed himself more than Kawamura 
when he spoke. But he wasn’t sure of how much longer 
he could wait. 


A fast-speaking English announcement came 
over the hospital intercom. A black female nurse pushed 
a stretcher while shouting, “Clear the way!” A doctor of 
Chinese ancestry gave a brief explanation of treatment 
to a white male patient in the waiting room. There were 
a variety of races, languages and skin colors. It was an 
atmosphere to which he had grown accustomed over the 
course of his stay, and Yuichi observed how American 
hospitals, with their bustling and energetic atmosphere 
not unlike downtown, drastically differed from Japanese 
hospitals. He had been bewildered at hospital life, but 
Yuichi had gotten much better at listening to English as 
a result. 

“Yuichi? Are you leaving the hospital?” A 
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Hispanic girl’s voice called out to him from a hospital 
room as he walked down the hall. The girl peeking 
timidly through the cracked door was six years old, the 
same age as his niece Takako. When he approached 
and told her yes, a slightly sad smile rose to her dark- 
complexioned skin, and she told him congratulations. 
“It'll be more lonely here, but now you can go back to 
Japan, right? You’ve been worried about that this whole 
time, Yuichi.” 

“Yeah. I’m making someone important wait on 

mé.”” 

“You are? Well, good then!” 

‘Yuichi nodded and extended his right hand, 
stroking the girl’s tiny face gently. He had only known 
her a few days, but his little buddy had eased his heart 
greatly. In any case, he had been hit by a string of 
unexpected turns, enough to make him seriously wonder 
if he wasn’t cursed in some way. 

“Once I’m out of here, I’ll send you a card from 
Japan. You hang in there too, Rachel.” 

“Yeah. Send me a picture of your important 
person, okay?” 

“... Sure.” 

He exchanged promises with a smile as he 
added in his mind, He’s a guy. Don’t be too surprised, 
now. Wataru must have been worried about him after he 
fell out of contact. He was probably agitated day in and 
day out. Yuichi figured he would visit Mizuho’s hospital 
room and offer a greeting, then head straight back to his 
hotel and send off an email. 

I left pretty much everything back at the hotel 7 
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hope they're saving my room. 

It was already the third day since he had been 
hospitalized, and he had been dragged around and 
subjected to enough examinations and treatments to 
make his head spin. After paying most of his hospital 
bills with plastic he didn’t have enough cash on hand for 
a public phone. He couldn’t borrow from Mizuho since 
she had relapsed into intensive care, either. The timing 
was bad all around. 

Well, at least the silver lining is that I made it 
out in three days. Mizuho seems to be making a strong 
rally, too. 

Her attending physician had just told him that 
she had been returned to the general ward, to which he 
breathed a sigh of relief from the bottom of his heart. If 
the worst had happened at this juncture, he would have 
been at a loss as to why he had even bothered coming to 
New York. The reason he had left Wataru right before 
his exam to cross the ocean alone had been because he 
earnestly wanted Mizuho’s aid. 

“Mizuho, I’m coming in.” 

He knocked and opened the door. Within the 
room, Mizuho smiled. Her complexion was still pale, 
and her eyes were dim, but she was out of danger now. 

Yuichi quietly entered the room, heart aching at 
the sight of her thin arms dotted all over with IV marks. 

“How’s your condition? I got permission for 
discharge a little faster, so I’m stopping back by the hotel. 
I can buy something on the way if you want anything.” 

“It’s fine... I don’t need anything. Will you 
really be okay, though?” 
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“All I have are bruises and fractured finger 
bones. I was mostly hospitalized for examinations.” 

. I’m sorry. It’s because of me... 

The woman apologizing so pitifully had just 
been on the verge of death, and she was in terrible 
condition. But her beauty remained unabated, and her 
large black eyes gazed unblinking at his. 

“Will you be able to manage the hospital bill? 
Over here, the fees rack up so much that some people 
leave the hospital before they’re fully recovered. You got 
checked and nothing unusual came up, right?” 

“Don’t worry, I’m insured, so it’1] work out. PIL 
handle the paperwork right away, so after that it’1l be up 
to the insurance company guys to talk with the hospital. 
You don’t have to worry about me, Mizuho, so just focus 
on your own recovery.” 

“But...” 

“It’s fine. You’re the one who needs to recover 
soon. You just went through surgery.” 

It had been close to one week ago that Mizuho’s 
stable condition post-surgery had suddenly changed. 

When Yuichi got the emergency call telling 
him she’d suffered a secondary pneumonia infection as 
a post-surgery complication and that her condition had 
turned critical, he had dropped everything and rushed 
out of the hotel. Unfortunately, on the way there, the 
taxi he flagged down had gotten into a rear-end collision. 
Every second counted, and while Yuichi managed to get 
released from the scene by the police when he explained 
the situation to them, he failed to notice that he was 
injured in his haste to get there. 
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. Yeesh. What an idiot I am. Go to visit a 
patient and suddenly I’m a patient myself. 

The impact from the rear-ending had hit his left 
side hard, but he hadn’t felt the pain all over until hours 
after the accident. The pain worsened as he watched 
Mizuho’s progress from a hospital hallway, until it 
became unbearable. He finally realized he was in bad 
shape and had the physician on duty check him out. The 
physician noted the blows to the shoulder and elbow, as 
well as the fractures to the middle and ring fingers on 
his left hand, and told Yuichi to get X-rays during the 
day and undergo a full examination. 

“Say, Yuichi? You should have gone home long 
ago, right?” 

“Bh?” 

“[ mean, you’re injured and all, but still... You 
extended your stay because my condition worsened, 
didn’t you? I appreciate the sentiment. You have someone 
at home waiting for you. Wouldn’t it ease your wounds 
to see the face of your love even a little sooner?” 

Mizuho looked at the brooding Yuichi and went 
right for the gut. After battling her illness for a long time, 
the lively impression she used to give had been replaced 
with shadow, but she still had a firm demeanor in spades 
when meeting someone’s eyes. 

Yuichi thought to himself that she was a 
beautiful woman. 

Light, soft, short hair. A slender, fragile- 
looking neck. Large, black eyes that highlighted her 
expressions. 

When he met her again for the first time in four 
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years, he’d felt a sense of nostalgia at her visage, mostly 
unchanged from what he remembered. She had fought a 
painful illness for years without ever giving up on living, 
and she remained kind above all else. He admired the 
woman at his brother’s side and deeply treasured his 
memories of his time with her, even if that time had 
been fleeting. 

And yet... It’s strange... 

Yuichi’s heart remained calm in a way that 
surprised him. His heartbeat grew so agitated around 


Wataru, but here it was as calm as a surface of water 


undisturbed by wind. Shohei was right when he pointed 
out that Wataru and Mizuho did have a little in common. 
But those were just symbolic resemblances, their black 
eyes and unyielding spirits. As he spoke with her, no 
other likenesses came to mind. 

—Wataru. You aren't like anyone else. 

Shohei had purposely let that comparison slip. 
and Yuichi recalled it had made Wataru uneasy. Wataru 
had shown a nervous expression. The words Yuichi had 
whispered to him as he embraced Wataru in his arms 
came rushing to his chest. There was no need to verify 
that anew. To Yuichi, Wataru Fujii was one of a kind. 

“Ha... Hahah.” 

“Yuichi?” 

Mizuho’s eyes widened at Yuichi’s sudden 
laughter. Yuichi had kept a soft demeanor when visiting 
the hospital room, offering gentle encouragement while 
maintaining his star student image. That tension-free 
face laughing in defeat must have made him look like a 
different person. 
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“What is it? Did I say something odd?” 

“... No, not at all, sorry. You just, uh... reminded 
me of something.” 

aeons 

He gazed at the confused woman with a hint 
of laughter still left. Back when they had gone out, he 
hadn’t wanted Mizuho to consider him a child when 
she was eight years his senior, and he had never shown 
her his honest face. Smiling openly with feeling was 
something Yuichi had first learned to do with Wataru. 

“Mizuho. I was iffy about coming to New York 
at first.” 

Of course Mizuho was aware of this. After all, 
Yuichi had turned her down at first. She had a baffled look 
like she was wondering what he hoped to accomplish by 
bringing this up now. Yuichi continued speaking with a 
very happy expression. 

“But now I’m glad I came. If Wataru hadn’t 
pushed me into going, I would have never realized 
just how special of a partner he was. I considered him 
important before now, but the impatience that can’t 
easily convey feelings in words or kisses has shown me 
that my feelings are the real deal. Thank you for that.” 

“Yuichi...” 

“T’ll go home soon like you ask, Mizuho. Will 
you be okay all by yourself?” 

“Come on, don’t disappoint me. I’m not alone. 
I’ve got friends,” Mizuho responded with a smile and a 
light chuckle. She had been a single child in a motherless 
family and lost her father years ago, and she had led a 
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solitary life since. She had enough inheritance that this 
didn’t adversely affect her life, but even excluding the 
issue of being hospitalized in a foreign country, she 
had no close relatives looking after her. However, she 
seemed to make a lot of friends easily, as Yuichi had 
been introduced to several guests visiting her. They 
included hospital nurses and former-patients who had 
been discharged. 

“Still, your coming here for me made me the 
happiest of all. Thank you for listening to my selfish 
request. I really mean it. I bet that’s what let me bear 
that rough surgery. I’m sure I made your lover as lonely 
as I’ve been happy, but... Yuichi, you and Wataru have 
saved my life. I’ll never forget it as long as I live. You'll 
always have my gratitude.” Mizuho continued speaking 
as her eyes grew misty with tears. “You’ve grown 
lovelier by far than when I knew you. I was shocked 
when I heard you were seeing a boy, but the more I learn 
of you now, the more I can see that it’s a great romance. 
I wonder what kind of magic Wataru used to change you 
when you played the part of the perfect student under 
Shohei’s shadow.” 

“It’s not really magic.” Yuichi lowered his gaze 
to his bandaged ring finger and murmured softly with 
pride, “He accepts me the way I am. And not just that. 
He always speaks from his heart... all the time. It’s easy 
to say you trust someone, but I doubt anyone but the 
person doing it knows just how hard it is to actually do 
that. But Wataru does it like it comes naturally.” 


“The reason he told me to go to New York when 
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I was unsure was because he felt strongly for me. That’s 
the kind of lover I have. Of course I'd be invincible. 
Right, Mizuho?” 

Maybe that was too sappy for Mizuho. She was 
briefly at a loss for words. But her eyes creased fondly in 
a way that said, 7’m jealous. 

Yes, he was invincible. Yuichi said it to himself 
anew, having removed the ring. 


“No! You can’t cut that!” 

The ring wouldn’t budge from his swelling finger. 
This made treatment unfeasible, so the doctor instructed 
a nurse to cut the ring off. Yuichi grew defensive upon 
hearing that and desperately resisted. No matter what 
pain would come of it, he wouldn’t lose the ring that 
way. 

“Please! I'll bear any pain it takes, so don’t cut 
that ring!” 

“Are you stupid? Which is more important, that 
ring or your body?” 

The doctor rejected his pleas in a tone that 
brooked no argument, but Yuichi wouldn’t back down. 
He gave the nurse holding the tools a piercing glare, a 
wordless warning to back off. 

“It’s an irreplaceable item. I can’t just compare 
which one is more valuable.” 

“Nonsense. Your finger could be crooked for the 
rest of your life.” 

“ll be fine. This is my good luck charm.” 

Yuichi refused to budge, and the doctor finally 
gave up in exasperation. After being told to do whatever 
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he wanted, the ring did eventually come off after some 
time, but Yuichi endured through terrible pain the likes 
of which he had never experienced. He was dead set on 
protecting that ring while he was apart from Wataru. 

“You’ve floored me. I want you to stay in the 
hospital and get re-examined first thing in the morning. 
Okay?” 

Okay, Yuichi had answered obediently while 
silently fuming against the doctor’s words. He needed 
to get back to his hotel so he could do something he 
wanted to do. Mizuho’s condition was fluctuating, and 
he needed to get some changes of clothes and come back 
as well. 

What I wanted to do... That was... 

Yuichi moved to act on one thought as he looked 
at his ring finger, which was throbbing in pain. 

That thought was to entrust the removed ring 
with Wataru. 

I probably won't head back right away. I could 
be here a while with Mizuho in her condition, and I won't 
be able to fit the ring on an injured ring finger while I’m 
here. 

His prospects for returning were growing 
dimmer, and he had been forced to remove the ring in 
an unfortunate accident. He couldn’t get these two facts 
out of his head. It was like the ring wanted to go home. 

Back then, I considered it in a way that was out 
of character for me. That I should at least send the ring 
back to meet my partner ahead of me. I felt like if I did, I 
could come back sooner myself. 

Yuichi sent the ring by express mail with 
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feelings akin to a prayer. Surely Wataru would be sad 
that he couldn’t come back. But as long as Wataru had 
that ring, Yuichi would be sure to return to him. No 
matter what happened, their rings had always returned 
to their rightful places. Even apart, there was no doubt 
that they had the power to draw fate in. 

Looking back now, I was so weakhearted... 

Yuichi could say that now that he had regained 
his calmness, but at the time he had been completely 
serious about it. Fear that Mizuho might die. Pain from 
wounds in an accident on foreign soil. He had taken it all 
as bad hints and felt the urgent need to do something. 

He had sealed the terse letter and decided to 
explain the details over the phone after he was released 
from examinations. Even Wataru would be taken off- 
guard having a ring returned to him out of the blue. He 
wanted to explain it fully, but bad news kept coming and 
he grew a little reluctant. He knew that even without 
this, Wataru was forcing himself to act cheerful. Yuichi 
wanted time to consider how to talk about it. 

I didn’t expect to get stalled for so long in the 
hospital. 

‘Yuichi returned for more examinations after 
going to the post office and was told to stay in the 
hospital. They had found several bruised areas other 
than his fingers, and the doctor had concluded that they 
should check his brainwaves and internal organs as well. 
He was only able to get back to the hotel three days later, 
and he hurriedly phoned Wataru when he got there to at 
least let him know that his return had been postponed. 

“Eh...? What do you mean...?” 
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Wataru’s voice fell just as expected. He had 
finally gotten in touch only to be told Yuichi wasn’t 
coming back. Of course he was taken aback, and Yuichi’s 
heart ached too. Yuichi was reluctant to deliver more 
blows by mentioning his having been in an accident or 
Mizuho’s as-of-yet critical condition, and he ended the 
conversation when it was barely half finished. 

The ring should've gotten there by now. I should 
have explained everything... 

He had put on a stupid display, even if it had 
only been for a moment. 

If he was going to return the ring, he should 
have explained why. He didn’t want to make Wataru 
wonder if he had lost his nerve. He had fooled himself 
into thinking he could fix everything later by phone, and 
when he went back to visit Mizuho, he collapsed from a 
headache. The doctor had feared it was an aftereffect of 
the accident, and Yuichi was made to stay in the hospital 
for another three days, but careful re-examinations over 
those days showed no abnormalities. It was apparently 
true that the body screamed when tense for so long. 
Thinking back, he hadn't gotten much sleep since 
Mizuho had gone into the intensive care unit. 

I’mso pathetic. should have told him everything 
when I called to tell him I was postponing my return. 
Then I wouldn’t be putting Wataru through so much 
stress. 

Itwas too late for regrets, but Yuichi still gnashed 
his teeth at the awful timing. Wataru must have been 
agitated with no idea what was going on after receiving 
the ring while Yuichi was stuck in the hospital. Yuichi 
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had told him that he loved him, that he would definitely 
come back, so he doubted Wataru would take it in a bad 
way; but he would certainly be worried about just what 
was going on. 

I need to get back soon and put his mind at ease. 
Mizuho’s gotten stable, too. 

He was relieved from the bottom of his heart. 
Now he could go back to Japan with no regrets. The string 
of unexpected problems had stressed him physically and 
mentally, but as long as it was over and done with, he 
would be fine. 

“Mizuho, how are you holding up? It looks like 
your friend’s getting discharged a little ahead of you.” 

The door: opened with a light knock, and 
Mizuho’s white-clad attending physician entered the 
room. He was a Japanese-American named Jake. When 
introducing himself, he had described himself as 
someone who looked Japanese but unfortunately only 
spoke English. 

“Really, getting into an accident on your way to 
visit a sick person? Yuichi, you’ve got all the luck.” 

“But thanks to you, I’m discharged today. I'll 
be heading back home shortly, Doc. Make sure to keep 
taking good care of her.” 

“Certainly. I'll get Mizuho in good health, 
whatever it takes.” 

Jake worked with a bighearted attitude and 
seemed to care for Mizuho. He was close to her in age, 
and Yuichi was familiar with his pleasant demeanor. He 
hoped it would go well for them. 

“Yuichi, let me know when you’re sure what 
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your departure date is. I won’t be able to see you off, but 
at least say something to me before you go?” 

“I know. For today, I’m just going straight back 
to the hotel. I’ve been out of contact for three days, so 
I'm sure Wataru must be getting worried by now. I'll 
have to do something to cheer him up.” 

Yuichi gave Jake a light nod and left the hospital 
room the same way he had come in, with a casual stroll. 
All he wanted right now was to hear Wataru’s voice. He 
had had that on his mind the whole time. 

Now I can finaily get back. I’m really sorry to 
keep you waiting, Wataru. 

The pleasant spring breeze gave Yuichi a feeling 
of liberation. He walked at a fast gait straight for the 
subway station. 


But he still didn’t realize. 

The slightest difference in timing would spella 
major turnaround for them in the days to come. 

After drinking the night away and passing out in 
a drunken stupor at Kawamura’s house, Wataru returned 
home the next day nursing a pounding hangover. 

“Ugh, Wataru, you smell like beer breath! Stay 
back a little.” 

“Karin... Come on, this is what I get when 
you see me?” Wataru responded in objection to his 
younger sister, whose brows were furrowed in obvious 
distaste, as he drew some bottled mineral water from 
the refrigerator. But he knew better than anyone that 
complaining would do no good. The people around him 
on the train home had all given him cold looks Once he 
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gulped down the water with a melancholy air about him, 
Karin spoke up again in exasperation. 

“Wataru, you’ve been acting weird lately.” 

“Weird? Me?” 

“Kinda... emotionally unstable, I guess. You’re 
even carrying your cell phone with you when you take 
baths.” 

“G... Get real.” 

Wataru’s tone was rough as his face grew 
flustered. but there was no energy to his protest. He 
slumped in defeat at his lack of brotherly dignity. Karin 
leaned against a pillar and gave him a sympathetic look 
as she offered understanding words. 

“You must have it rough, Wataru. Kazuki’s still 
in America, right? He was scheduled to come back ages 
aaoe 

“Well... yeah...” 

“Don’t tell me you’re worried that he won’t 

make it back in time for your graduation?” 
Right now Wataru and the rest of his third year 
class were in free attendance, but there were only two 
weeks left until the mid-March graduation ceremony. 
He didn’t want to consider that Yuichi’s return might be 
postponed back that far, but the way things were right 
now, he couldn’t predict anything that might happen. 

“Ah, well, um... No way! No way that could 
happen!” 

Karin spoke hastily after seeing her brother’s 
mood plunging and thinking, Uh-oh. She knew how 
close they were, so she must have been teasing. Wataru 
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would usually snap out a quick retort, but this time he 
just fell silent with a sinking expression. 

“Hey, uh... Oh, right. Wataru, we got a call from 
a realtor recently.” 

“A realtor?” 

“Yeah. You previewed a rental house with 
Kazuki before, right? They were asking if they could 
get a reply sometime soon. It’s a popular place so they 
seem to be in a hurry.” 

. Come to think of it, yes, they had previewed 
that house. Wataru had forgotten all about it in the shock 
over the ring. Just from the unreasonable way his partner 
pushed it, he could tell his partner had grown impatient 
too. 

Kazuki told me to go ahead with the contract if 
I liked it, but... Still... 

Was that really for the best? 

Wataru was gripped by anxiety, and crushing 
doubts were gnawing at his heart. Yuichi had spoken of. 
living together on the phone like it was natural, but what 
was Wataru supposed to do to proceed with this while 
Yuichi himself wasn’t present? 

No, that’s not it. I hadn’t considered it that 
way before. I just trusted in Kazuki and wanted to do 
whatever I could. If I close the contract before he gets 
back and prepare a welcome for him there, wouldn’t 
that be showing enthusiasm instead? 

And yet, strangely for him, he just couldn’t 
muster the energy. It was as though the return of the ring 
with no explanation had paralyzed part of his emotions. 
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far beyond the postponed return. 

162 

He could hardly say that his time going out with 
Yuichi had been smooth sailing. 

Shohei’s declaration of turning against him. 
The confession to Wataru from Masanobu Asaka, an 
upperclassman of Yuichi’s. All kinds of troubles had 
shaken both of their hearts, and they’d had their fair 
share of quarrels at times. But whenever that happened, 
they had gone back to the source of their romance and 
overcome their struggles with deeper feelings than 
before. Wataru was proud of that, and his feelings for 
Yuichi never cooled, not even now. But so much had 
happened in such a short time, his heart was worn thin. 

“Wataru? Are you really okay?” 

“Huh. ..?” 

Snapping out of it, Wataru found Karin standing 
right in front of him, peering up at his face from below. 
She didn’t seem to be playing around this time. She was 
really worried. Wataru hurriedly forced a smile and 
patted her head. 

“Geez, what’s with the somber face? ve been 
drunk for two days. I’m just a little out of it still’” 

“But...” 

“Don’t worry about me. I’m going to get a 
shower. As for you, shouldn’t you go out somewhere on 
a Sunday? Don’t you have anyone to go on a date with?” 

“Mind your own business.” 

Karin delivered her retort with her tongue stuck 
out, in a huff over Wataru’s ribbing. She started to head 
off to the kitchen, then paused like she remembered 
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something and glanced back over her shoulder at him. 

“I know. Go out with me for a little while, 
Wataru.” 

“What?” 

“We haven’t been out together in a while. Why 
not join me after clearing your head in the shower? The 
upperclassmen in the tennis club put me in charge of 
choosing graduation presents. If you're just going to 
mope around the house, come with me and offer some 
advice.” 

“Go shopping with you?” Wataru responded 
$keptically, to which Karin nodded enthusiastically as 
though it had already been decided. Wataru frankly 
didn’t like the idea of going out, but as Karin had pointed 
out, he had had enough of moping around the house and 
staring at a phone that never rang. It might be nice to get 
some fresh air in town. 

Fine, he told her, and Karin’s expression perked 
up. She must have wanted to cheer him out of his 
depression. You've got to snap out of it, he told himself 
as he headed for the bathroom. He checked for incoming 
messages while taking off his clothes, fully knowing it 
was useless to do so, and indeed, nothing had come. 


“Wataru, I’m getting tired. Want to get tea 
somewhere?” 

“You've barely looked at any gifts yet.” 

“Well, these new shoes are cute and all, but 
they’re so hard to wear.” 

Wataru sighed helplessly at Karin’s completely 
unapologetic attitude. Publicly they might have looked 
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like a smiling couple, but his sister, less than a year 
younger than he, was a real pain. She was pushy and 
never treated him like an older brother, but when it 
counted she'd suddenly start acting like a younger sister. 
He gave up protesting and looked around, then pressed 
onward toward the retail building in front of them. He 
figured that building would have a few decent cafes. 

Come to think of it, I wonder how the coffee 
shop owner and his wife are doing. I’ve been busy and 
haven't been by lately. 

It was a coffee shop that he and Yuichi frequented. 
It had a classic decor that defied the mere word “cafe,” 
and its atmosphere made it the perfect place to relax. 
He hadn’t set foot in there since he began studying in 
earnest, but now he could go without any worries. 

Once Kazuki gets back, I'll go there with him 
and report my passing. The missus likes Kazuki, and I 
won't be able to come by much once I start college. 

He prayed to be able to get in touch even a day 
sooner, for that purpose. 

After murmuring this prayer softly to himself, 
his thoughts drifted to Masanobu. He had first met 
Masanobu when he was going to the cafe with Yuichi. 
He’d gotten Masanobu to act as a special tutor over 
summer break. His gentle voice correcting Wataru’s 
mistakes rang in Wataru’s ears with a feel of nostalgia 
even now. 

But... I won't see him again, will 1. 

Wataru was sure that Masanobu would be too 
proud to admit any injury, since Wataru had ended it. 
But thinking about Masanobu made an irrecoverable 
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injury to Wataru’s own heart throb in pain. It hurt him 
to think that his time together with Masanobu, a man 
who confessed to him yet asked nothing in return, had 
been taking advantage of Masanobu’s kindness. 

“Wataru? What’s wrong, you look spaced out. 
Look, we're here. Which floor are we going to?” 

“Oh yeah, sorry. Pick whatever cafe you 
want, whatever floor you want,” Wataru responded 
halfheartedly as he wondered how Masanobu was doing 
these days. 

MasanobuAsaka. Hewas Yuichi’supperclassman 
and three years his senior. He had attractive good looks 
and a coolheaded demeanor. He was a far greater man 
than Yuichi, akin to an ideal prince that came out of a 
painting. But in reality, he pined after his deceased lover 
and lived with that loneliness. His love toward Wataru 
was what let him escape that. 

“You're a guy, so I never expected this feeling 
to be love. But I think... From the time I first saw you in 
this cafe with Kazuki, I’ve loved you, Wataru.” 

That was it. That coffee shop was also the 
place where Masanobu opened up and shared his 
feelings. Wataru had known that Masanobu being there 
caused tension between himself and Yuichi, and that it 
endangered their relationship, but even so he couldn’t 
bear to refuse that sincere gaze. He had finally told 
Masanobu a few days ago that he couldn’t see him 
anymore, and it was doubtful he would ever be able to 
fully erase Masanobu’s crestfallen look from his mind. 

I mean, I cared for Asaka. It was completely 
different from my feelings for Kazuki, of course. It was 
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strangely soothing being with him. It wasn’t love. It was 
more like wanting to go out with him as a person... I 
guess that was how I viewed it. 

But as far as Masanobu was concerned, that was 
just cruel treatment. Once Wataru figured that out, he 
was left with no choice but to stop seeing him entirely. 

“Hey, you’re Wataru Fujii!” 

“Huh?” 

“What the hell are you doing standing around 
staring into space?” 

A familiar voice blurted out in bewilderment and 
snapped Wataru out of his thoughtful reverie standing in 
front of the floor directory. It was Masanobu’s younger | 
brother Masaaki, who was going to college in America. | 
He had moved to New York with his parents who had 
gotten job assignments overseas, and presently he had 
returned to Japan on school break. On top of everything 
else he had a major brother complex, and he had been 
eager to bring Masanobu back with him, since Masanobu 
was the only family member left still living in Japan. 

I guess now that Asaka’s decided to study 
abroad, he'll get his wish. 

Masaaki had Masanobu’s good lucks with a 
rougher air about him and slightly young, wild features. 
He had looked upon Wataru as an enemy from the very 
start, but in the few days since Wataru had broken it 
off with Masanobu, he seemed to have eased off on 
pointless attacks. One likely reason for that was that 
they had a shared enemy in the form of Shohei Kazuki 
and this formed a strange sense of solidarity between 
them. Frankly speaking, he wasn’t all that bad of a guy. 
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“Sup, Wataru? Shopping around by yourself? 
You must be a lonely guy.” 

“Oh look, it’s the scary person who came to see 
Wataru.” 

“Ah.” 

Masaaki started off with his typical verbal 
jabbing, but when he noticed Karin behind Wataru, his 
expression changed. The fearless girl had big black eyes 
just like Wataru’s that gazed patiently upon Masaaki. 
Despite being afraid of him before, she was immune to 
that fear now. 

“Hi. ’'m Karin, Wataru’s sister.” 

“H... Hi there.” 

Masaaki bowed his head in a surprisingly polite 
manner to Karin. Wataru was disappointed that he had 
a weakness for girls, and asked him what he was doing 
there in turn. 

“Aren’t you going back to New York soon? Do 
you have time to be goofing around like this?” 

“Leave me alone, mind your own business. 
Masanobu says there’s a book he wants. You’ve been in 
the big bookstore in the basement here, right?” 

“So, does that mean...” 

“Aha 

Wataru heard someone come to a stop right 
next to them. It couldn’t be... Wataru’s heart jumped 
and pounded rapidly. He couldn’t muster the courage to 
shift his line of sight, but he couldn’t help but recognize 
the voice that had just now spoken. 

Asaka... 

It had barely been three days since Watarn had 
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decided not to see him again. God must be pretty spiteful 
to have them run into each other again so suddenly. 

“Wataru...?”” 

Karin knew nothing of this and looked at Wataru 
in confusion as his expression stiffened and froze in 
place. An awkward atmosphere filled the air, and even 
the audacious Masaaki made a face like he had no idea 
what to say. But the one made the most awkward by this 
was certainly Masanobu. Wataru thought to himself that 
he shouldn’t cause any more trouble for him. 

“Hey, I, uh...” 

Wataru wondered what expression Masanobu’s 
face held as he looked at Wataru. 

Imagining it dampened his spirits further, and 
he figured he should just get away from this and fast, 
while Masanobu still hadn’t said anything. If he heard 
Masanobu’s voice, he’d start regretting the treatment 
he’d given Masanobu. 

“Sorry, but we're in a bit of a hurry. Come on, 
Karin, we're going!” 

“Huh? Hey, hold on!” 

He grabbed his sister’s hand and quickly started 
out of the area with his head kept low. But in the next 
moment, a critical fact flitted through his head. 

Oh yeah, the ring... 

When he had given his final talk to Masanobu, 
Wataru had dropped the ring that was the counterpart 
to Yuichi’s, and Masanobu had picked it up. But Wataru 
had run away before getting it back, and while it had 
bothered him, he had just left it with Masanobu. 

I should ask for it back now. But... 
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What would he do if Masanobu said he wouldn’t 
give it back? 

Back then, Masanobu had said that after picking 
the ring up off the asphalt and closing his hand over it. 
When Wataru wondered how earnest he was when he’d 
said that, he found the matter hard to bring up. 

But I can’t let it keep going like this. That’s a 
special ring, and this is all on top of Kazuki’s weird 
situation. 

Fine, Wataru decided. He wasn’t going to 
change his relationship with Masanobu now by being 
¢onsiderate. If that was the case, he might as well give 
in to his ego until he felt better. 

“Excuse me, Asaka. Um, about that ring from 
earlier...” 

“He’s already gone to the bookstore.” 

“Huh?” 

When Wataru finally turned around and 
mustered up the courage to speak, Masaaki responded 
to him with a deadpan face. He was right, the presence 
Wataru had felt of Masanobu was no longer there. 

“Aw, man... Asaka...” 

“What are you getting so shocked over after 
ignoring my brother and trying to walk out on him?” 

“No, I mean, that wasn’t...” 

“Don’t give me that. You’ve broken things off 
with him. Don’t go waiting to see what he does and then 
play off of that.” 


Masaaki’s opinion was entirely reasonable, but 
Wataru had his own reasons too. He had to get that ring 
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back, whatever else happened. 

“Hey, watch your mouth. Quit talking to Wataru 
like he’s some evil spirit.” 

“B-Evil spirit?” 

“I don’t know what your problem is, but Wataru 
never deceives anybody. Wataru only cares about 
Kazuki. No other man means anything to him. Isn’t that 
ight, Wataru?” 

“K-Karin...” 

Karin’s overbearing spirit left not just Masaaki 
speechless, but Wataru as well. He was grateful to her 
for covering for him, but asserting something like that 
out loud in the middle of town? He’d never be able to 
walk the streets again. 

“Evil spirit, she says...” Masaaki muttered to 
himself, shoulders shaking. Wataru wanted to kick him 
from behind and yell at him to stop repeating himself, 
but he couldn’t afford to draw any more attention with 
a bigger scene. Meanwhile, Masaaki stooped over and 
giggled like he couldn’t hold it in any longer, and it 
quickly turned into riotous laughter. 

“What? What’s so funny?!” 

“Come on... This guy, an evil spirit? This 
harmless, slack-jawed fool couldn’t be an evil spirit even 
if he tried.” 

“You were just telling him not to deceive your 
brother!” 

“Yeah, I said that, but... Aw, forget it. My 
stomach hurts now!” 

All of that laughter was making a mockery of 
her anger. Karin gave Masaaki a glare, grabbed Wataru’s 
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arm, and dragged him off. 

“Let’s go, Wataru! This guy stinks. I hate him!” 

“Eh...27? 

Masaaki’s laughter abruptly ceased at that 
vehement parting shot. But Karin stormed off without 
looking back. Wataru stumbled along after her, being 
pulled in her wake, and a voice called out after them. 

“Wait! Hey, hold on, wait up!” 

“Don’t stop, Wataru. Jerks like that should just 
be ignored.” 

“But I think you might have really hurt his 
feelings saying you hate him like that.” 

“Who gives a flip?” 

She kept walking without slowing her pace, 
and her words left no room for argument. As they left, 
Wataru caught a glimpse of Masaaki watching them go 
with a more crestfallen expression than Wataru had ever 
seen on him. 


“Oh? You’ve decided?” 

He’d guessed since seeing the face of the one 
waiting for him at the coffee shop to which he had been 
asked to come. Those were the first words out of Shohei 
Kazuki’s mouth. He then took a seat with a huff and 
ordered an espresso. This was the coffee shop that his 
younger brother Yuichi frequented to meet up with his 
lover, the “black-eyed brat,” and for all of its subdued 
and old-fashioned decor, the coffee they made here was 
delicious. 

“... Ugh, I’m in the middle of work, you know. If 
[ don’t get these blueprint corrections done by tomorrow 


= ONLY THE RING FINGER KNOWS 


Ge == Se=m into the construction work immediately, 
98 Se Se Ete. Without a capable assistant, my office 
Ges Geese sruceling with its workload. Try to show a 
Et Sensibility.” 

Shohei, didn’t your Sette d’Oro group work on 
= ees Sefore I worked there part-time?” 

Yeah, well, when I remember how nice it 
= See =s for a while, it’s kind of hard to go back, you 
a? 

Shohei faced Masanobu, the young man drinking 
= Se8%= blend before him, and gave an exaggerated sigh. 
Siehss was turning thirty-two this year, and he had 
Seeeded and was currently heading a first-rate up-and- 
Seesmes architecture firm with six others. Masanobu 
Sead met him through the activities of their circles and 
Sea taken up work as an assistant for him, but he had 
s=rmed down their tentative job offer to study abroad in 
America. Of course Shohei was not amused, and he had 
srted several schemes to stop him. 

But that was reaching the end of its time limit as 
well. Masanobu was firm in his decision, and the king- 
like Shohei who had never once given in to his desires 
had even started considering leaving it alone. 

“Thank you, Shohei.” 

“Eh?” 

Shohei was taken aback at the abrupt expression 
of gratitude. Masanobu put down his coffee cup and 
looked right back at Shohei with a peaceful smile akin 
to still waters. 

“You ordered an espresso because you don’t 
intend to stay for long, right? That means you’ve finally 
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“Am I wrong?” 

Masanobu’s confident gaze left Shohei unusually 
bewildered. He had been somewhat prepared, but 
Masanobu showed no sign of weakness today. He hadn’t 
sounded very cheerful when he had called Shohei’s cell 
phone while Shohei had been in transit, but Masanobu 
had apparently managed to compose his feelings while 
he was waiting. He was quiet, but his whole form was 
filled with vigor. 

Well, he’s probably involved with that black- 
eyed brat again. He’s hopeless. 

Three days before, Masanobu had broken it off 
decisively with Wataru Fujii, the aforementioned “black- 
eyed brat.” He had declared that he wouldn’t meet Wataru 
again, and he had severed all ties. The loss that he must 
have felt from it must have stung, just from how much 
he had made himself part of Wataru’s life, regardless of 
the fact that it was a love he had never initially desired. 

How ironic... The more you love, the faster you 
part ways. 

Of course, Shohei had some idea of it from 
start to finish. And Masanobu was probably aware that 
Shohei knew. But seeing Masanobu shedding tears 
and unable to compose himself, Shohei found himself 
filled with uncharacteristic complex thoughts. He was 
normally a man to do things rationally, and he wouldn’t 
hesitate to hatch schemes to get the result he wanted, but 
at that point and that point alone he had been at a loss for 
words. It was an important moment for one who would 
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do anything to interfere in Yuichi and Wataru’s dating, 
but Shohei simply couldn’t get used to such feelings. 

So in the end, someone other than Yuichi lost 
something that way. 

Masanobu’s love for Wataru. Wataru’s yearning 
for Yuichi. 

And the valuable man of talent that Shohei 
imtended to nurture and make his right hand man. 

~... So, when’s your departure?” 

Shohei drew out his favorite brand of cigarettes 
from the jacket of his high-class suit and put one in his 
mouth. “You've been preparing for a while. You could 
be leaving as soon as tomorrow, huh?” 

“Yes, well... For the moment, I’ll be staying 
i= New York for two weeks and tour some places to 
stady abroad. I still have some lingering issues with 
=xrangements and settling affairs in Japan, so I won’t be 
‘gone that long.” 

“Settling affairs... Ah, the renovation club. It’s 
shat time of year when it cycles through members, and I 
Sct the circle members are in an uproar. You made that 
fub- after all. Do you have anyone to take over after you 
leave?” 

“That's the issue right there.” 

Masanobu founded and acted as the 
Tepresentative of a circle called the Renovation 
Research Society. “Renovation” in this case referred to 
work with old houses and closed stores to reform them 
or repurpose them, and it involved total coordination 
of the interior from planning to design. The club had 
around thirty members total including boys and girls, 
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and Shohei had aided them with many of the materials 
they handled under the pretense of hands-on training. 
Yuichi intended to enter the architecture industry in the 
future, and he had recently finally joined as an official 
associate. 

“Here’s your espresso, thanks for waiting.” 

As Shohei took a drag from his cigarette and 
slowly breathed it out, the elderly proprietor brought out 
his espresso. Masanobu, a store regular, exchanged a 
few words of small talk with him. Shohei watched the 
unchanging ritual and remarked to himself how dull it 
was. 

Masanobu knows that Yuichi postponed his 
return, yet he still decided to go to America. There’s no 
talking him out of this now. I guess there’s no point in 
staying in Japan if he can't see Wataru anyway. When 
you fall for someone bad enough, all that awaits you is 
loneliness. Time to get out for a while, huh... 

Shohei understood this well enough. That was 
why he wanted Masanobu to wait for the right time, but 
looking at it from the standpoint of reason, he had never 
stood a chance of winning Wataru over. 

Regardless of being taken by surprise, the 
reason that black-eyed brat allowed him two kisses was 
because that was how serious Masanobu was about it. 
His earnest passion spread to his partner. But that brat 
must have had some guts of his own not to let it go any 
further. 

No, Shohei corrected himself. 

That by itself wouldn’t explain the complete and 
total rejection that boy had delivered to Masanobu when 
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they last spoke. 

“Don’t call me or email me again. It’s a bother 
for me.” 

Those words of breakup left no room for hope, 
and were likely delivered in consideration of Masanobu 
himself. But there had to have been an ulterior, more 
selfish reason for going that far. 

In a word? 

It was because Wataru’s feelings for Yuichi were 
strong enough to excel beyond Masanobu’s passion. 

“Shohei? Are you listening?” 

“Hm?” 

“... You must really be busy to space out like 
that. I hope you’ll keep supporting the renovation club 
when I’m gone. Everyone’s improved in their skills and 
design sense with the hands-on experience you’ve given 
them, and they’re growing pretty handy. Kazuki’s giving 
it his all, too.” 

“Yuichi, huh. He’s always been a diligent type. 
He learns quick and works hard, so he catches up to 
others in no time flat.” 

Masanobu nodded with a smile at Shohei’s 
typical pride in his younger brother, then moved to 
speak again. 

“With him there, I can feel safe when I leave the 
club. Once April rolls around, new plans will come up, 
and they’ll have to keep substantiating their activities. 
Kazuki doesn’t care to take up leadership roles the way 
you do, but people gather around him naturally. I think 
it’s about time he gave up denying it.” 

“In other words, Yuichi is your replacement?” 
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“I don’t have time to persuade him to do it, but 
it’ll end up that way even if I leave it alone. With that 
being the case, I’ve got no worries about the club. More 
importantly...” 

Masanobu’s face grew suddenly guarded, a faint 
shadow falling across it. It seemed that they had reached 
the real matter at hand. It’s about time, Shohei thought to 
himself, but his expression remained carefully absorbed 
in the taste of his cigarette. 

“Shohei, were you aware of the matching rings 
that Kazuki and Wataru share?” 

“Yeah. I saw them wearing them when I first 
saw them in Okinawa. What about it?” 

“I... actually have Wataru’s ring, right now. I 
was hoping I could ask you to return it to him.” 

“Me?” 

Shohei almost cracked up laughing at 
Masanobu’s choice of person for this. He was opposed 
to their dating and had even issued a declaration of war 
to Wataru that he would become Wataru’s enemy. How 
could he be expected to simply return the ring? 

But Masanobu seemed serious. He leaned onto 
the table and continued speaking with a brooding look. 

“IT ask this of you. I couldn’t possibly return it 
myself. I meant to have Masaaki do it, but he seems like 
he’d add some unnecessary commentary.” 

“Masaaki? Ah, your younger brother, the wild 
one. Is he close to Wataru?” 

“It actually seems that way, yes,” Masanobu 
responded to the unexpectedly concerned inquiry. 

“When I wouldn’t go to America because I had Wataru, 
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Masaaki viewed him as an enemy. But thanks to an 
unnecessary scheme someone hatched, the two of them 
hit it off with each other instead.” 

“Shohei, things don’t always go the way you 
anticipate.” 

Shohei hated to admit it, but if it was true, that 
was an interesting development. He had meant to make 
a move that would agitate Masaaki, yet he had ended up 
offering a helping, friendly hand. 

“Hm. Well, it makes sense considering they 
have plenty in common as two straightforward types.” 

“It’s not like you to indulge in sour grapes, 
Shohei. Are you just bad at handling children? Even 
when trying to keep them dancing in the palm of your 
hand, they start acting outside of your expectations. This 
must be what they mean when they say that they grow 
up fast these days.” 

“Don’t talk like a withered old man. You’re still 
plenty young, aren’t you?” 

“... [suppose I am.” Masanobu smiled lightly in 
spite of Shohei’s sharp words. “I never expected to cry 
in front of someone at this age either.” 

“Masanobu. ..”” 

“Asking you to forget about it would be too 
much, wouldn’t it? It’s you, after all.” 

Masanobu smiled once more, and he took a 
small breath and leveled a clear gaze across to Shohei. 
His eyes lacked any trace of pretense or bluff. It was 
Shohei’s first time seeing the prideful Masanobu so 
humble in all the years he’d known him. 
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“I should confess, Shohei. I feared that you 
would use my tears in some underhanded ploy. After all, 
you.do whatever it takes to reach your goals.” 

“T sure do.” 

“If I had beaten the odds and gotten through to 
Wataru, I wouldn’t be chatting so calmly with you right 
now.” Masanobu’s tone grew sharp as he hammered each 
word home. “I don’t care how much I get put to shame. 
Wataru has already been injured enough on my behalf. 
There’s no telling how much it troubled him and pained 
him when I confessed my love to him. If someone tried 
to rub salt in his wounds on top of what he’s already 
been through, I wouldn’t forgive them. Not even if it 
was you.” 

“I’m serious, you know.” 

Masanobu had clearly changed from before. 
There was no more sign of the young man who pined 
for his lost love. Shohei had assumed that in his three 
days being out of contact that Masanobu was lost in 
grief, but now he had a newfound interest in Masanobu’s 
enexpected strength. 

“Just recently, I happened across Wataru in 
town.” 

“Eh?” 

“I bolted, though. I guess that’s the natural 
response right after saying we wouldn’t meet again. But 
that gave me the confidence that I still live on inside of 
him. That alone is enough to satisfy me.” 

Ah, so that’s what this was. 

The sudden calling out and the lonely voice over 
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the phone had been because it was right after he had 
seen Wataru. Shohei gave a forced smile now that he 
understood the situation and thought to himself, He’s 
always unrequited. 

“If Wataru knew I was depressed, I’m sure he’d 
blame himself. I don’t want to make things hard on him 
ever again. You see, Shohei? All I can express to Wataru 
now is that I’m strong.” 

“Masanobu...” 

“So I’m going to New York with a smile. My 
departure has been scheduled for next weekend. I’ll stay 
through mid-March, then return to Japan once.” Saying 
this, Masanobu drew out a plain envelope from the 
messenger bag he had set down at his side. There was 
no need to guess what was inside. It was clearly holding 
the ring. 

“I ask this of you. Could you give this to Wataru? 
I’m sure it has him in a bind.” 

“You stab a nail into me, then throw in ‘Please’ 
on top? You’ve been honing your skill as a strategist.” 

“There’s no one else I can ask. I considered 
mailing it, but he might have a hard time accepting it 
directly from me. Wataru’s quite sensitive, you know.” 

“And you can’t find anyone more appropriate to 
entrust this to than me?” 

“En?” 

Shohei put out his cigarette in an ashtray and 
recomposed himself with a look of magnanimity. 

“I mean Yuichi. His return to Japan has been 
delayed as you’re aware. I haven’t even heard from| 
him in these past few days for some reason. He told 
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me Mizuho’s condition had grown critical, and he told 
me not to tell the black-eyed brat, but something should 
lave happened by now. If all goes well, he should get 
back before your flight.” 

“B... But...” 

“Even if he doesn’t get back, your destination is 
New York. You could meet him there and hand it over. 
You reap what you sow, and Yuichi’s the only one not 
Part of this. I hate to say it, but could you bring him in 
en it? Yuichi and Wataru should be the ones to decide 
what to do with those rings. How about it? Isn’t that the 
most reasonable way to resolve this?” 

Masanobu was hesitant to respond to the 
imconceivable proposal to meet with Yuichi, and 
=nderstandably so. Coming from Shohei, who was 
already opposed to the two going out, there had to 
Se a flip side. Shohei expected him to consider it that 
way. though, and he continued without waiting for a 
response. 

“I think right now is a critical moment for 
them.” 

“<BR?” 

“Ud certainly be satisfied if they separated. I’ve 
Seen working toward that all this time, after all. But in 
love, the key is the way the separation happens.” 

“The way the separation happens? Shohei, is 
Sat what you’re after?” 

“Wataru will never forget you for as long as he 
#ves. I'll bet whatever you care to name on that. Nothing 
Sort of death would let him forget your recent kiss.” 

Masanobu had maintained his calm up until that 
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point, but at that remark, agitation became apparent in 
his eyes. Shohei wouldn’t have known, but Masanobu 
would never let that second kiss fade. The summer day 
in which he had made that secret vow had given his 
heart new life. 

“Having lost Yuina yourself, you should know 
that love hurts when it isn’t ended cleanly. No matter 
how many stunts I try to pull, if it doesn’t end the right 
way, then there won’t be any net gain in them separating. 
I’d like to ascertain for myself what kind of conclusion 
the two of them reach around the rings.” 

“Ascertain...?” 

“T grow tired of the tricks. Let the rest depend 
on how they act.” 

Shohei slowly rose with the bill in hand and 
leaned his face in toward Masanobu. 

“When he receives Wataru’s ring from you, 
what will Yuichi do first? Will he hit you? Will he lash 
out at Wataru? Or will he blame himself?” 

“Leaving Wataru behind to go to New York was 
a serious decision for him. Yuichi doesn’t realize that. 
It’s not the same as a typical overseas trip. Am I right?” 

Shohei smiled at Masanobu, close enough to feel 
the other’s breath. Masanobu’s complexion shifted color. 
Satisfied at the wary coloring on Masanobu’s serene, 
pretty features, Shohei finally backed off. 

This would be his final trap. 

Now then. 

Would his dear younger brother be able to 
successfully avoid it and grasp his lover’s hand? 
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Wataru’s eyes snapped open the moment he 
heard the notification sound of a new email arriving. His 
cell phone lay at the side of his pillow where it had been 
placed with great care, and it gave off a blinking green 
light in the darkness. 

“Kazuki...” Wataru blurted out reflexively as 
he quickly rose out of bed. He hurriedly fumbled the 
clamshell cell phone model open, and there it was, the 
proof that this wasn’t a dream: the name Yuichi Kazuki 
was clearly displayed. 

The time on his watch read 4 a.m. He quickly 
calculated the time difference to himself and surmised 
that it was 2 p.m. in New York. That meant that once he 
read the email, he could possibly get in touch with him 
this time. 

“What’s the big idea now? It’s already been 
days.” 

Wataru felt embarrassed at his own eagerness 
and made a show of grumbling to himself. He picked 
up Yuichi’s ring from his desk after climbing out of bed. 
clenched the ring in his palm, and prayed upon it to 
please not let the email’s contents be bad. 

“Kazuki...” 

He pushed down his faint anxiety and opened 
the email. Yuichi wasn’t usually the type to send long 
emails anyway, but even so it was rather terse for him 
having kept Wataru waiting for three days. 

“[’'m sorry for not answering all the times you 
tried to contact me. I don’t mind the time, so please reply 
as soon as you get this. Once I hear back, I’ll call you.” 

“Eh...? This... This is it?” 
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Wataru re-read the email several times with a 
feeling of disappointment. He was still dismayed over 
what might have happened and had spent the past several 
days haunted by bad images of what it could be, while 
conversely, Yuichi’s mail sounded casual like nothing 
had happened. 

This is just... a regular email, huh. 

It might have been overreacting suspicion on 
Wataru’s part, when Masanobu had just stolen his lips 
and Wataru had just delivered Masanobu a thorough 
rejection and run off. But having his lover return his 
own ring? Whatever the reason for it, it had to be 
considered an emergency. Wataru felt uncomfortable at 
the difference in interest between him and Yuichi, and 
he found himself thinking back to the incident in town 
that day. 

Come to think of it, Kazuki’s not the only one 
with problems. I need to get my ring back, too. 

Even if it had been unavoidable, if Wataru 
gave him the whole story, Yuichi would not be amused. 
Wataru considered putting aside his own issues... 
then quickly grew embarrassed, recomposed himself, 
and decided to try giving Yuichi a call. Yuichi had 
considerately offered to call, but the expense of traveling 
there and staying there was already a major burden on 
him. Now that Wataru had made it into college and he 
was in a position to work part-time without cutting into 
his studies, he clearly wanted to be able to get some 
economic equivalence. 

“Don’t get antsy over how long it’s been...” 

He felt the ring in his hand to make sure it was 
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still there, and called Yuichi up on speed dial. His pulse 
amped almost comically with the ringing noise the call 
made. 

“Wataru?” 

One ring in, he immediately heard the voice he’d 
missed for so long. The hurried tone made it apparent 
chat he had been waiting for contact from Wataru. Thank 
=oodness, Wataru thought to himself in relief, and slowly 
<at back down on his bed. It was his Yuichi, unchanged 
from the way he’d been. 

“Kazuki, I read your email. Is it okay for me to 
call now?” 

“Sure, but isn’t it really early where you are? 


I didn’t think you’d still be awake. Or did I wake you 
up?” 


“II was up. Now that I’m free from exams, I 
an watch late-night programs and stay up all I want on 
the Internet, y’know. Man, I’ve been one hell of a night 
owl lately.” 

“... Liar,” 

The triumphant chuckle on the other end saw 
right through Wataru’s empty boasts and left him 
embarrassed. Ifyou can read that much into me, contact 
me sooner! Wataru thought to himself before cutting in. 

“Hey, uh... You don’t need to call back. Is it 
okay to keep talking like this?” 

“I don’t mind, but are you sure?” 

“It’s fine, don’t worry. It’s not like we’re talking 
for hours on end, anyway.” 

How strange... Wataru thought. He had been so 
brimming with anxiety, yet just hearing Yuichi talking 
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so normally calmed his mind. There was a lot he wanted 
to ask, and he felt the dilemma of being unable to speak 
face to face, but at the very least, pessimism no longer 
seemed necessary. 

“You tried to contact me a lot... I’m sorry for 
worrying you.” 

“Sure... But there was an emergency, wasn’t 
there? Mizuho had just undergone a difficult surgery. I 
looked it up and learned how rough heart surgeries are.” 

“Wataru...” 

After that one word from Yuichi, sounding 
caught off-guard, a brief silence set in. It felt like Yuichi 
was smiling as he followed up in a gentle tone. 

“Thanks. She'll be fine now. The doctor says 
she’s out of critical condition.” 

“Oh, so that’s why you postponed your trip 
home, because of Mizuho. I was sure of it.” 

“Is this about the ring?” 

He cut right to the heart of the matter and left 
Wataru no room to cover it up. With nothing else to add, 
Wataru fell silent, and Yuichi spoke in a meek tone. 

“Sorry. I should apologize for sending the ring 
without explaining myself. It was more than Mizuho. I 
also got caught up in a little accident of my own, and... I 
couldn’t contact you right away.” 

“An accident?” 

The ominous-sounding word made Wataru’s 
pulse grow stronger. 

“Kazuki, was the accident...” 

“It’s fine. It’s totally my fault it took so long to 
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contact you. Even without that I gave you a pretty big 
scare with that stunt, and I’m really sorry.” 

“Aw, man... Forget about that. I’m the one who 
told you to go to New York. It’s not entirely your fault. 
If you want to go that route, it’s no one’s fault, and I 
certainly don’t blame Mizuho. That’s not what I wanted 
vo ask, Kazuki. I...” 

“I know, you want to know why I sent it back. I 
Sgured I should talk to you about it.” 

“Kazuki...” 

Compared to Wataru, who was driven by an 
impatience he didn’t understand, Yuichi seemed entirely 
calm and indifferent. He had said he was sorry for 
making Wataru worry, but did he really have any idea 
=ow helpless Wataru had felt up through today? The 
sense of discomfort he had felt before came rising up 
within him once more. He wondered to himself where 
this disjointedness had come from. 

“Kazuki, um...” 

“I might have given you the wrong idea by not 
<xplaining it. But I said right there in my letter that I was 
entrusting it with you, right? I’ll start by making it clear 
that I wasn’t giving it back.” 

“You... weren’t?” 

He did have a point. The word ‘entrust’ implied 
“aking it back.’ But he had just considered it a fancy 
ord in the circumstances with Yuichi postponing his 
seturn. 

“I don’t understand, Kazuki. Spell it out for me. 
What on earth happened?” 

“Pll tell you everything when I get back, okay? 
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I'm more worried about the contract on that rental house 
right now. It’s been some time since we went by. Did you 
give them a response?” 

Ga yh 

“Don’t tell me you forgot about it. You might not 
appreciate just how good of a deal that place was.” 


‘So what? Wataru wanted to snap. Even leaving 
aside the accident and the ring, Yuichi had frightened 
Wataru so badly, yet he only gave simple apologies and 
refused to explain himself. Wataru had never thought 
Yuichi’s attitude was so far apart from his own. Even if 
it was born from his kindness, Wataru didn’t need that 
kind of sympathy. 

“Kazuki, is that rental house more important to 
you than my feelings?” 

“What. ..?”” 

The words slipped out of Wataru’s mouth before 
he could consider them, and they rang out coldly with 
irritation. 

“You know how badly it shocked me when the 
ring arrived, don’t you? Yet you still refuse to tell me 
anything? Kazuki, you're always like that. You always 
try to bear everything by yourself. You say you don’t 
want to worry me, but am I that unreliable?” 

“Hey, this is all out of the blue. I was just...” 

“Hasn’t it been the same way with the rental 
house?” 

“Wataru...” 

Yuichi was clearly taken aback at Wataru’s 


sudden angry outburst. But the moment ‘Wataru 
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w=rbalized the dissatisfaction that had been smoldering 
21i this time within him, his anger and anguish came 
Scoding out as though a dam had broken. 

“I appreciated your consideration, Kazuki. I 
Ged my hands full focusing on exams, and I was happy 
Sst you didn’t want to bother me with other things. But 
=en’t we going to live together? Didn’t we start helping 
=2ch other out equally and living as partners?” 

“That’s not...” 

“So why didn’t you talk to me first? Something 
Ske, hey, I’m going to search for a place, or, hey, this 
lace looks good so I’m going to preview it. If you had, 
E would have been grateful. Thanks, you said, you’d 
Ge sure to repay this debt once I passed. But in reality, 
eu've done nothing of the sort. You make all the 
==rangements yourself and consider it perfect if I just sit 
ad smile wherever you set us up. You call that an equal 
selationship?” 

Wataru was aware that the conversation was 
ssoving in an increasingly odd direction. Right now 
Ge should have been asking what Yuichi’s intent was 
Sehind sending his ring, and he could have saved other 
©omplaints for later. He understood that logically, but he 
eouldn’t stop all the thoughts that he had kept buried for 
so long. 

“Kazuki, do you remember what you said about 
Asaka?” 

“About Asaka? What are you talking about 
mow?” 

“You said maybe his way of staying one step 
shead and pampering his partner had been a burden on 
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his late girlfriend. Those were your words. But... Right 
now you're doing the same thing.” 


m not with you to be pampered. I love you, so 
I want you to recognize me as a person. I just want to 
walk the same path together. Why can’t I ever get that 
through your head?! Why don’t you understand that?!” 

Wataru’s inflections grew agitated and his voice 
trembled, but Wataru was hardly in any state to notice 
it. He had even forgotten the presence of Yuichi’s ring 
clenched in his hand. What was important wasn’t the 
form, but the sincere thought put into it. They should 
have learned that by now, but the two suffered as always 
from their posturing. 

Yuichi finally spoke up in a stunned voice. 

He never would have imagined such harsh 
condemnation coming from Wataru. 

“I just wanted to say...” 

«“Whatever happens, I want to come back to you. 
Something happened that made me feel strongly that 
way. That’s why I wanted to entrust the ring with you.” 

It was apparent that Yuichi was working to 
maintain a calm front in the face of Wataru’s agitation. 
He had the voice of someone who had _ predicted, 
correctly so, that one slip of timing or wording could 
end in disaster. 

“It’s a special ring, one that bound you and I 
together. I’m sure it will bring me back to you. Others 
might laugh it off as empty consolation, but I really 
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wanted to believe it. When Mizuho’s condition was up 
& the air and I had no idea what my prospects were for 
setting back, I couldn’t stand to do nothing.” 

“That... that’s...” 

Was that really his whole incentive for it? He 
should have been ready for concerns with Mizuho’s 
@iness from the start since he went to the U.S. with that 
= mind. It sounded strange for him to turn so pessimistic 
@fterward. If that was the case, he could have handed 
Se ring to Wataru before leaving Japan. Didn’t it make 
sore sense to use the ring as a consolation for loneliness 
sehile separated? 

“That’s just self-gratification.” 

There must have been more to this. Wataru 
spoke coldly in hopes of drawing that out. 

“Couldn’t you have just written that in your 
Setter?” 

“T told you, I meant to call you right away.” 

“But you didn’t, and I’ve been biting my nails 
Gere for three days now! And then when you do, you 
gon’t say a thing about it. Of course I don’t just accept 
ar 

“Then what should I say to make you believe 
mec?!” 

Yuichi finally raised his voice and snapped, 
@ the course of this conversation with no points of 
=ereement in sight. 

“What I’m trying to tell you is... Dammit, 
Gow'd we end up talking like this? Anyway, I’ve made it 
srough everything now, and I’ve got nothing to worry 
=Bout. As soon as I get a plane ticket I can head back, 
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and we can put this stupid fight behind us.” 

“Head back...?”” 

“Yeah, that’s right. I wasn’t out of contact for 
days because I wanted to be. I’ve wanted to hear your 
voice so much these past three days. I wanted to see your 
face soon and hug you tightly.” 


YYuichi’s tone sounded like he was spitting it all 
out, but Wataru knew he was telling the truth. After all, 
Wataru had felt the exact same way. He wanted to see 
Yuichi’s face, to feel his warmth directly, to hear him 
call Wataru’s name over and over. 

But... Wataru thought to himself with a growing 
desire to cry. This wasn’t right. It couldn’t be right. His 
new life with Yuichi was supposed to be filled with hope 
beyond blemish. He had never wanted to enter a nest just 
for protection and comfort. 

That’s not it... One day it will be hard to stay 
together. If I really love Kazuki, I should get this fight 
over with right here. I can’t give in to loneliness without 
settling this right, and I can’t lose sight of our. future. 

Wataru’s heart was on the verge of breaking, 
and he sat up straight as if propping it up. 

With this being over the phone, he had confidence 
that he could handle it. If he had been face to face with 
Yuichi, just seeing his face would have made Wataru 
drop everything and forgive it all. He wasn’t that strong, 
and even now he couldn’t help but love him. 

But he had hurt Masanobu badly to protect his 
love when Masanobu had been so kind. He couldn’t 
stand the thought of losing that love by walking the 
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sme road. 
I’m not Yuina. I... I wouldn't give up on Kazuki. 
On the other side of the phone, an uncomfortable 


slence remained as Yuichi awaited Wataru’s response. 
“Kazuki, I... I want to take some time and 
=think living together.” 


Masaaki opened the entryway door and strode 
Scht in without waiting for an invitation. It was the 
stitude of someone who had come and hung out there 
Sr years and knew his way around. Wataru watched 
sis back as he headed into the living room, thinking to 
simself, Huh, he seems to get along with Kawamura. 

“What’s with you, Wataru? You look like you’re 
= a wake,” Masaaki sat down on the sofa and blurted 
set rudely, as arrogant as ever. “You'd better not be 
=sretting running into my brother.” 

“Huh?” 

“Hey, cut it out. He finally made up his mind, 
sed he’s departing for New York with me the day after 
smorrow. In two weeks he’ll come back for preparations 
© study abroad, then it’ll be a formal move. Shohei’s 
sixeady found a tenant for his house in Tokyo. Looks 
ske he’s finally given in. My brother's hiring has been 
sestponed indefinitely. Serves that guy right.” 

“Yeah? So he finally persuaded Shohei to let 
tm go.” 

After all of his twists and turns, Masanobu 
s==med to have calmed down as far as he could manage. 
Wetaru envied Masaaki, whose wish had been granted 
==d who was now smugly enjoying himself. 
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“Want something to drink?’ Wataru asked him) 

His conversation with Yuichi had unfortunately 
ended without either of them reaching the same 
wavelength. There were limits to how long they could 
talk on an international call, and neither of them got 4 
definite answer. Another three days had passed since 
then, and Yuichi still hadn’t told him a date for his return 
Wataru had spent those days wrapped in melancholy 
and fitful sleep, and even today before Masaaki’s visit in 
the early afternoon he had been tormented by a vague 
unpleasant dream. 

“Oh? Not around today?” Masaaki called out to 
Wataru hesitantly as Wataru headed to the kitchen to 
fetch a drink. 

“Not around? Who?” 

“Your little sister. She was in a big huff before! 

“Oh, Karin? She’s at school today.” 

“Abh,” Masaaki responded in a straightforwa: 
casual tone. As Wataru returned with a can of juice, hi 
grew more guarded. Is he...? Come to think of it, he ha 
previously called Karin “cute” or something. Wataru 
shot Masaaki a warning glance as if telling him n 
to joke around right before returning to the U.S., bi 
Masaaki showed no sign of noticing and blithely too! 
the juice and started drinking it. 

“Hey, so I heard you turned down that rent: 
house you were going to live in with Yuichi Kazuki?” 

““H-How do you know about that? Ah, throug! 
Shohei, right?” 

“Well, it was a referral through him. What di 
you expect?” 
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“Drop it. It’s none of your business.” 

Wataru really didn’t want to discuss it, and he 
sok a curt tone. 

Geez... Stuff like this really gets around fast. 

Yuichi would have contacted Shohei. He 
=sobably passed word on to Masanobu, and Masaaki 
spust have gleaned some of it and come over to hear the 
ull story. It was a cancellation after keeping the realtors 
=aiting until the very last minute, so Wataru had gone 
there in person yesterday to apologize. It didn’t mean 
Ge was going out on a new househunt, and the matter 
ef living together was left up in the air, so Wataru, the 
sain party, was at a loss as to what would happen next. 
For the moment, nothing could start until Yuichi came 
Back. 

“What an idiot.” Masaaki gave an exaggerated 
Stgh after hearing Wataru’s words. “Are you two serious 
=Sout living together? Don’t be so stubborn, you’ve got 
= see the big picture here. If you start searching now, 
ou won’t find any good deals on a place. That place 
ould have been your perfect love nest.” 

“Big talk from you. Shouldn’t you be more 
worried about Asaka than me?” 

“Shut up.” 

If Yuichi and Wataru weren’t getting along, it 
=sight shake his dear brother’s heart. Perhaps that fear 
wes bothering Masaaki as he folded his arms with a 
eadpan expression. 

“] just can’t comprehend it. For one thing, why 
Get Yuichi Kazuki coming back?” 

“I don’t know. Kazuki’s got his own reasons. 
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I’m just trusting in him and waiting.” 

“Is he really coming back?” 

Masaaki went right for the most painful question, 
watching Wataru with a searching look. But it sounded 
more like he was asking, does he want to come back? 

Kazuki... I guess you're mad. You said you'd be 
back soon on the phone, and haven’t said a word since 
then. But I thought about what I said when I said it. I just 
hope you understand that... 

Wataru fell into sullen silence and gulped down 
his juice. He hated to admit it, but in reality, he had 
no idea what Yuichi was thinking right now. But if he 
was hesitant to return, the fault would clearly lay with 
‘Wataru. 

I want to rethink living together... I sure blurted 
that one out. 

Thinking back on it again, Wataru was 
mortified at his own audacity. When he had said that so 
suddenly over the phone, Yuichi fell silent, then quietly 
answered with, “I see.” He said nothing in particular 
about reconsidering, and didn’t offer a single word of 
complaint. Instead, the conversation naturally grew 
more stilted and ended that day with a lingering sense of 
awkwardness. 

And because of that, I didn’t even tell him the 
important part. That my ring... is in Masanobu’s hands. 

That was far more important to discuss with 
Yuichi than him coming back, the rental house, or 
anything else. He felt dejected as he considered this, but 
he had brought it on himself and there was nothing he 
could do for it now. The more pressing matter on his 
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=nind at the moment was when Yuichi would return. He 
wanted to get his ring back before then. 

“Say, Masaaki. You said you were departing the 
day after tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, but that’s got nothing to do with you.” 

“I can’t quite agree with that.” 

“Huh?” 

Masaaki looked baffled at Wataru’s words. He 
must not have known anything about the ring. But if 
Wataru didn’t do something by tomorrow, the ring 
vould be beyond his grasp for another two weeks until 
Masanobv’s return visit. 

Asaka must be in a bind from having to handle 
it, too. He wouldn't keep the ring out of spite or malice. 
I’m sure the only reason he hasn't done anything yet is 
Because he’s been trying to consider the best way to give 
at back. 

He was wounded more deeply than anyone, yet 
ven now he was still concerned on Wataru’s behalf. 
That kindness was heart-rending to Wataru. He couldn’t 
meet Masanobu directly, but it would likely be best for 
both of them if he made an effort to get the ring back. 

“Actually, could I ask you a favor, Masaaki?” 

“Me?” 

‘Masaaki had cheered on Wataru and Yuichi’s 
relationship. Surely he’d hear Wataru out with pleasure. 
Wataru started to speak up when Masaaki spoke up 
first. 

“Come to think of it... Wataru, you dumped my 
brother totally, right?” 
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“Otherwise he wouldn’t have been so reluctant 
to speak to you in town. He’s been acting funny lately. 
Even in preparations to go to the U.S., he’s started 
getting evasive. It felt like he was trying to force 
himself somehow, and that gave me the general gist that 
something conclusive must have happened between you 
two.” 


Masaaki was as surprisingly sharp as ever when 
it came to his brother. Wataru wasn’t certain how to 
answer him, and Masaaki continued right on with no 
regard for Wataru’s bewilderment. 

“Or so I thought. Actually, these past three days. 
he seems to be strangely over it.” 

“Over it...?” 

“Yeah. After he ignored you and ditched you to 
go into the bookstore that day, he told me he had some 
business to attend to and went out by himself. Then, 
once he got back... He had this oddly relieved look on 
his face.” 


What could that mean? Of course that made 
Wataru happier than hearing that he was depressed, but 
there must have been something specific that caused his 
demeanor to change in half a day’s time. Wataru sensed 
Shohei’s hand in this and abruptly tensed up. Shohei 
could easily create some cause for this. After all, he was 
a genius at getting people to dance in the palm of his 
hand. 

Trouble is, there are so many times when it can’t 
be assertively declared good will... 

He must have let his imagination get the best of 
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Sn. because Masaaki pressed on with a no-nonsense 
sepression. 

“Wataru, anything spring to mind?” 

Sera. wells. 

“I asked my brother if something had happened. 
S= wouldn’t give me the details, but he said that he had 
=snaged to smoothly resolve something that had been 
sothering him. I’m wondering if Shohei got involved, 
ce maybe if my brother met with Shohei after the 
pookstore incident.” 

“H-How do you figure that?” 

“Shohei smokes foreign cigarettes. Masanobu 
==d that smell on him when he got back.” 

“Masaaki... You’re amazing.” 

Wataru admired him from the bottom of his 
scart and knew that Masaaki was matching his own 
Stuition. 

The thing that had been bothering Masanobu 
=as probably how to return the ring. He might have 
ven it to Shohei in the flow of things, but he had yet 
“> hear anything from Shohei. He might also be up to 
something, but Wataru doubted that Shohei was the 
“spe to go so far as to conceal other people’s things. 

He’s always a problem, but... I don’t get it. It was 
siways like he was testing Kazuki and I. Even when he 
spplied psychological pressure, he never told a blatant 
Ge or tried to deceive us. We would just misunderstand 
each other, treat that misunderstanding as the truth, 
and get led astray... 

And that just made it all the more difficult to deal 
sith. Wataru couldn’t hate him, but he couldn’t trust him 


70 ONLY THE RING FINGER KNOWS 


either. As an ally there was no one more reassuring, but 
so long as Shohei sought to make his brother walk the 
straight and narrow, he would never accept him having 
a lover of the same sex. 

“Nothing springs to mind, but I’m glad Asaka’s 
doing well. Thanks for sharing that with me, Masaaki.” 

“Wasn’t really bringing it up for your benefit. 
but whatever. So what favor did you want to ask me?” 

“It was... Nah, forget about it. I’1l handle it.” 

“Huh? I don’t get you.” 

When Wataru tried to smile and shrug the matter 
off, Masaaki gave him a sour look that indicated he was 
not amused. 

“Look, just so we’re clear, it’s too late for you 
to start having regrets now. I'll introduce my brother to 
a girl that’s right for him. I’ve got to help cheer him up 
again.” 

“Yeah, I know. I’ve got no right to want that now, 
but... I really do want that for him.” 

“... I guess that’ll be fine.” 

Meddling with girls was probably overstepping 
his bounds, but Masaaki shared Wataru’s desire for 
Masanobu’s happiness. Masaaki gave a firm nod and 
composed himself, then patted Wataru on the back. 

“You hang in there too, Wataru. I’ll be cheering 
you on from New York. If you ever come by and hang out. 
I’ll take you wherever you like. Have fun with Kazuki.” 

“Ah... Thanks.” 

““We’ve been at odds, but I don’t really hate you 
or anything. We would’ve hit it off sooner if not for my 
brother. Oh well, what can you do? Say hi to your sister 
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Gor me.” 

Masaaki headed out with a smile and those 
erting words. Wataru watched him go and resolved to 
imself to show some courage. 

“All right.” 

Time to see Shohei and ask about the ring. 


When Wataru dialed up the cell phone number 
Sd previously been given, Shohei readily agreed to meet 
ith him. Considering Masanobu had quit his part-time 
sistant position and Shohei had more work to handle, 
“Shohei’s voice sounded unexpectedly chipper. Maybe 
Ge had finally admitted defeat after being thwarted so 
such or was just letting it go. 

. No, this is Shohei we're talking about. He 
could be up to something. 

Wataru had been through too much at his hands, 
=nd he had his suspicions from the start that something 
‘as up. He smiled wryly and reminded himself that this 
wes Kazuki’s brother. 

Kazuki said he had looked up to Shohei when 
be was little. 

Yuichi had said that his attraction to Mizuho 
sight have also stemmed from his aspiration to be like 
ss brother. That was how big of a deal Shohei was to him. 
That had all changed when Shohei opposed his going 
est with Wataru. That had turned Yuichi’s admiration 
Ssto a drive to surpass him. 

But that same Yuichi had yet to return to 
Wetaru. 

Kazuki, what are you doing? Nothing can begin 
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unless you come back. Didn’t you declare to Shohei in 
Okinawa that you would make him give us recognition? 

As Wataru headed for the coffee shop he knew 
so well that happened to be the designated meeting place, 
his gaze wandered several times to the crowds of people 
around him. Despite knowing that Yuichi should still be 
in New York, he couldn’t help but search for him in the 
crowds. The cool northern wind from when he had sent 
Yuichi off had shifted to a gentle spring feeling at some 
point. 

“Two o’clock on the dot. You’re very punctual. 
black-eyed brat.” 

“Shohei-san.” 

Shohei disregarded the sour face Wataru made 
at still being called that and greeted him with a sneer. 

“I know you just got here, but an urgent 
appointment has come up. Would you mind coming 
along?” 

“Bh?” 

“It’s right nearby, don’t worry. The renovation 
club is coming in to help as well. I got a request te 
convert a run-down bread factory into a secondhand 
clothing store.” 

“Ah, hey, wait a moment!” 

Wataru didn’t even have time to sit down before 
hastening after Shohei, who wasted no time in settling 
his check. Just getting worked up over this left him 
little deflated, but he liked to see work sites, so he was & 
little happy. 
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“Qh? Isn’t that the underclassman?” 

As he set foot in the modest factory ruins, an 
eld familiar term rang in his ears. Shohei had entered 
Som the back entrance, and Wataru had watched the 
senovations at an out-of-the-way corner. The one who 
Spotted him was Mitsuki Naruse, a renovation club 
==ember. 

“Long time no see. I heard from Kawamura that 
ou got accepted into M-U. Congratulations.” 

“Ah, thank you very much. I hope everyone’s 
ing well?” 

“I can’t say they’re exactly doing well... It’s 
seuchy, I guess.” 

“Bho” 

Wataru looked taken aback at the unexpected 
==sponse and Mitsuki shrugged weakly. 

“[’m sure you know that Asaka’s suddenly 
Gecided to study abroad? The other members are all 
sail in shock over it. Asaka explained himself to us, but 
‘=seryone here was drawn to the club by him.” 

“Ah... I see...” 

“It’s a big deal. We have to pick our next club 
‘eer and reconsider what our future activities will be. 
Gough Kawamura will also be joining in the spring.” 

She smiled weakly with the implication that 
=z alone would be a big help. She was, frankly, his real 
S@eective in joining. She had agreed to date him if he 

"= accepted into college, and by his reports things were 
"See well between them. 

He has been coming by to help... I guess he’s 
“Sesoming a formal member now. 
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Wataru. wasn’t in a situation that could be 
considered happy, and he sincerely wished that at the 
very least things would work out well for his best friend. 
which was all the more reason he wanted the circle to 


stay together even after Masanobu left. For his own part. | 


Wataru had done his fair share of odd jobs helping out 

on site, and the cheerful group referred to him fondly as 
“Kazuki’s underclassman,” something he enjoyed. This 
was also the place that would mark the first step toward 
the future goal Yuichi found for himself. 

“Oh, yeah. Is Kazuki still in New York?” 

Mitsuki dropped Yuichi’s name as though she 
had eavesdropped in his head. 

“He hasn’t given you any word, Underclassman? 
Everybody’s waiting for him to get back.” 

“Yeah, well... ’'m waiting for him too.” 

“TI see. Well, if you don’t know either, then we’re 
out of luck. You two really go great together. If anyone 
ever gets nosy about you, Kazuki gives them this casual 
glare. Everybody talks about that cute side he’s got to 
him.” 

“Oh, uh... Is that right?” 

Wataru grew a little awkward at being spoken 


of so favorably. Maybe it was because Masanobu was 


in the same place, but in the club, Yuichi never hid his 
possessiveness of Wataru. That had created some tension 
and awkward silences at first, but now it had become 
an old, familiar scene. Even when they had fights over 
misunderstandings, Yuichi had protected the twin rings. 
and that had become a memory more precious than 
anything. 
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... Hey, I’m way too young to get all reflective! 

Wataru hastily scolded himself to snap out of it, 
This was no place to indulge in sentimentality. He still 
had a meeting with the last boss to face. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting, black-eyed brat.” | 

“Shohei-san...” 

Shohei emerged from the factory with a smile. 
showing impeccable timing. In his refined clothes, he 
stood in sharp contrast to the other staff in work clothes 
in varying states of roughness. He issued instructions 
briefly to the person in charge at the site, then strode 
calmly over the gravel at his feet toward Wataru. 

“Sorry to drag you along for this.” 

“I don’t mind. Um...” 

“Hm?” 

“[’ve said it many times now, but please quit 
calling me ‘black-eyed brat.” 

Wataru offered up a meek sign of resistance as 
Mitsuki quietly watched with a scandalized sidelong 
glance. But Shohei smiled coolly and gave him a smug 
look as though he hadn’t heard him. Wataru was about 
to let out a sigh of defeat when Shohei suddenly cut in. 

“I hear you turned it down?” 

“W-What?” 

“The property I referred to Yuichi. I got word 
the cancellation from him the other day.” 

“Ah, um... I’m sorry for letting your favor go te 
waste!” 

“No, really, I don’t mind in the least.” 


That was true. For Shohei, hearing that th 
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‘ere putting off living together was delightful news. 
Wataru puffed out his chest with a cheerful, smiling 
“sce, thinking to himself, You think I'll lose? 

“But we'll consult you again together once 
Kazuki gets back, okay?” 

“Once he gets back, hm?” 

Wataru grew more sullen at having his words 

"thrown back at him so pointedly. Shohei was making it 
sound like Yuichi wouldn’t come back. 

“T heard from Yuichi that you were the one that 
said to cancel it. He went to all that trouble to arrange it 
end it just wasn’t good enough for you.” 

“That’s not the problem at all. I was just...” 

“Now now, calm down. Why don’t we be off for 
the time being?” 

“Eh?” 

“There’s a car waiting out back. I’m done with 
ork here, so let’s have a change of venue.” 

Shohei started walking as he spoke, and 
Wataru hastily moved to catch up. As he ran, he gave a 
eerfunctory bow of his head to Mitsuki. Mitsuki raised 
Ger right hand in a small wave and said, “See you.” 

““Wouldn’t discussion of Yuichi be better done in 
Se car? Appropriate discussion with appropriate flow.” 

“Ah... Yes.” 

The car that awaited them was not the sports 
‘sgon that Wataru had ridden in previously. It was a 
@ectallic silver Ferrari. Shohei unlocked it remotely 
ed smoothly slid into the driver’s seat with practiced 
@otions. The refined design and luxurious leather 

rior suited Shohei so perfectly that it seemed to have 


78 ONLY THE RING FINGER KNOWS 


been made to order. Wataru approached the passenger 
side and timidly opened the door to get in. 


“For the music... Anything should do. Any 
requests, Wataru?” 


““N-no thanks.” 

“On?” 

Wataru respectfully shook his head and Shohei 
slowly started up the engine. As he did, a woman’s sweet, 
husky singing voice drifted leisurely from the speakers. 

“Ah, that’s...” 

Wataru spoke up without thinking when he 
heard the familiar melody. It was one of the songs on 
the CD that Yuichi had prepared when they took a trip 
to Okinawa last summer. It brought back memories 
of Yuichi speeding in a rental car and the sense of the 
translucent blue sea and the pleasant southern wind. 

Come to think of it, we agreed to live together 
after getting accepted into college back in Okinawa. 

That was also the point when Shohei had 
declared open hostility for the first time. 

Eight months had passed since then. 

“Wataru, you had good timing.” 

“Er, how do you mean?” 

“Today’s actually the last day that I can spend 
time on others. Kirie’s condition isn’t good, and she 
went to the hospital this morning for tests. She might 
be hospitalized depending on what’s happening. If that 
came about, someone would have to look after the house 
and Takako.” 

“Kirie is...2” 

Wataru grew confused as to why Shohei wouk 
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tell him this. Surely Wataru, his enemy and younger 
brother’s lover, would be the last person to whom Shohei 
would want to show weakness. 

“Ah, what’s wrong? Are you that surprised?” 

Shohei gave Wataru a sidelong grin as he drove 
the car smoothly. 

“I owe you a debt from the Puru affair. I told 
you I’d repay that someday.” 

“B-But...” 

“Takako’s in good spirits thanks to you, and 
Puru’s made an impressive full recovery. Kirie... Well, 
ber condition isn’t all that serious. There, I’ve laid out 
my weaknesses for you. You're free to exploit them as 
sou please. Incidentally, Yuichi doesn’t know of this yet 
eather.” 

“I don’t exploit people’s weaknesses.” 

It was probably the answer Shohei expected, but 
Wataru couldn’t go without saying it. For one thing, the 
ebt Shohei referred to, when Wataru wanted to cheer 
=> Shohei’s daughter Takako who had been moping over 
Ser dog Puru being sick, was not something Wataru had 
donc with the intent of being owed a favor. 

“I think Takako’s a sweet girl. If she’s happy, 
shat’s all that matters.” 

“I’m glad to hear that. After all, you’re Takako’s 
“Scince. Right, black-eyed brat?” 


Takako certainly took a shine to him, and 
= seemed that that did not amuse Shohei in the least. 
SSohei didn’t look like the kind of man with any sense 
life, much less a wife and children, but he had a 
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surprisingly fatherly side to him, and Wataru came to 
strangely admire that. 

“I hope Kirie gets better soon.” 

“Yes, I can’t imagine life without her.” 

“Bh...2” 

Wataru found himself growing flustered at 
seeing Shohei respond without any hidden subtext. 
Sometimes someone showing their true side was very 
embarrassing. The triumphant smile that Shohei gave 
upon seeing Wataru’s embarrassment hinted that this. 
too, was something he had calculated. 

The car left the residential district and headed 
for a busy main road. The weather was fair, and the 
roadside trees had cherry blossom buds in early bloom. 

“Still, it must have taken a lot for you to make 
that cancellation. Yuichi wasn’t opposed to it?” 

“Tt surprised him, but... There had been a few 
misunderstandings before that point that added up to 
what got discussed there. He said that since I proposed it 
he wouldn’t question it, so I’m sure he understands.” 

“Hoh. How sad. My dear brother, dominated so 
soon? Well, I suppose he brought it on himself this time. 
and it brought more results than I anticipated.” 

“Than you anticipated?” Wataru repeated, 
startled. Had Shohei known it would turn out this way? 

“When Yuichi asked me to refer him to a realtor 
I said, does Wataru know about this? He replied that 
he didn’t want to distract you during your critical pre- 
exam period. Even though knowing your personality, a 
dispute later would be inevitable.” 

“You... didn’t tell Kazuki that?” 
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“Why would I?” 


That was a dumb question. Shohei wouldn’t 
==ve them from trouble in advance. He just heard out 
Ss dear brother’s request and referred him to just the 
geoperty he wanted. There was no reason to blame it on 
tem. It wasn’t anyone else’s fault. 

“Kazuki’s feelings really made me happy. That 
== why I went ahead and let him pick the rental house 
=een though it gave me mixed feelings. But he always 
Geers everything himself, not just this time, but all the 
Gene. He doesn’t let me bear any part of it. That hurts.” 

The words came spilling out of Wataru’s mouth 
Gk= something had snapped. Shohei silently drew out a 
Seerette and lit up while waiting for a light to change. 
Se pointed silence bore down on Wataru, and when the 
=== started moving, Wataru started talking again. 

“Even with Mizuho, he tried to call off the trip to 
Se~ York without saying anything. He won’t tell me the 
==son his return has been postponed, either. No matter 
Sew many times he repeats over the phone that it’s fine, 
)cen't relax. I am younger than him, and I might be just 
== ordinary guy compared to someone like Kazuki who 
== do anything, but I love him more than anyone. Not 
S=sng able to look out for such a great partner, that just 
makes me feel pathetic. It bothers the heck out of me.” 

“Love him more than anyone, hm? First time 
Se= heard a line like that from a guy.” 

“It’s got nothing to do with being a guy or a girl. 
an important fact for me, so I just stated as much,” 
retorted firmly, shrugging off Shohei’s half-jest. 
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From the moment he had realized his love for Yuichs 
gender, age, and society had lost all meaning to him. 

“But Kazuki might not have felt that way. 1 
might have appeared at my younger age to be someone 
that needed protecting. I hated myself for making him 
feel that way, and it’s driven me nuts not being able to de 
more than sit on my thumbs when something happens 
So, at the very least... I can’t do anything to hurt Kazuki 
T even said those horrible things to Asaka...” 

“May I ask you something?” 

“Eh. 
“Did you dump Masanobu for Yuichi’s sake?” 


Wataru hesitated before answering. At the tims 
all he could consider was declaring his separation from 
Masanobu, and he’d had no room for thoughts of fa 
whom he was doing it. He didn’t want to see him in pa 
and he could hardly bear the strange feeling of guilt By 
felt toward Yuichi. If he had to say it was for anyone..-1 
had been for himself. 


“yo” 


“You know, true love acts on ego. Pretty word 
and idealistic thoughts alone won’t bring it anywhes 
but a grinding halt. You two think about nothing by 
your partner, with nary a thought on your own behal 
Isn’t it about time you understood why I don’t suppor 
that?” | 

“Shohei-san. ..” 

“My desire is for Yuichi to be happy. If bei 
with you brought happiness to my brother, I would si 
with you right now on the spot. That’s if Yuichi 
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==suinely say he’s happy being part of a couple society 
s=tuses to accept, even if it makes both of his parents cry. 
Set he’d have to keep saying that ten years or twenty 
s==:s down the road.” 


Shohei’s unflinching tone left Wataru 
=== whelmed and at a loss for words. 

For the first time, he found a part of himself 
Sing Shohei’s words seriously. He had thought Shohei 
S24 taken a stance in opposition to same-sex love, and 
Gxt he meddled with it like it was a game to him. But 
Sbehei had his own brand of expectations for the two of 
Sm. 


“Say, black-eyed brat. Why don’t you show me 
Ses unchanging love?” 


“Shohei-san. 

“You can say whatever you want with words. 
lene people especially love to play around with words. 
S=Kly, I’ve grown sick of hearing that ‘love’ line from 
“= If you want to get me on your side, you'll have to 
Sow it in your actions. Am I right?” 
Shohei kept pressing the stunned Wataru. 

“You should absolutely get his relative on your 
= That is, if you intend to always live together with 


“Always... live together...?” 
“Isn't lodging together the first step toward 


Had Wataru lost sight of something so 
ental? Wataru reddenedall overinembarrassment 
implication of what he was being told. Regardless 
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of the details, it was a fact that Yuichi had been worki: 
toward that end. And yet Wataru’s own sulking attitu 
had narrowed his vision, and he had sought an excuse 
criticize Yuichi out of his own anxiety and mistrust. 

Iwas... lonely. Kazuki went to see Mizuho, ai 
deep down I guess I really was sad. That drove me to g 
worked up over even his kindness... 

Wataru’s gaze drifted down to his no 

unadorned left ring finger. 

‘Yuichi’s ring was at his house, and his own ri 

was in Masanobu’s hands. Wataru had called Shohei o 
to ask him to be an intermediary in getting it back, br 
he had lost all desire for that now. 

I... guess so. Right now is no time for us to be 
worrying about appearances. Even if the other rin; 
returns to this finger, there’s no point in posturing with 

the feelings inside it. 

His ring carried many memories. Of course, his 
powerful desire to get the ring back hadn’t changed. 

But what he had lost sight of now and so many 
other times was that the rings always came back to theit 
ring fingers, as if drawn by fate. There could be no doubi 
that surely it would come back this time when it was the 
right time for him to wear it. If he believed in his love o} 
Kazuki, coincidence would eventually place that ring or 
his ring finger again. 

“My, my. You’re looking subdued now. Where’: 
your usual spirit?” 

“My spirit’s right here. My plans have just faller 
a little flat, so I haven’t got much to offer.” 

“Uh huh.” 
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Wataru was defeated and peeved, and he gave a 
ed cheerful smile. In fact he had been at least a little 
eved of the depression he hadn’t been able to fathom. 
took a deep breath and looked out the window, and 

that at some point they had come near his house. 
niliar scenery drifted by. 

“Though if it was that easy to regain your 
ting, it wouldn’t be entertaining for me.” 

“While I hate to disappoint you, I don’t pick 
arreis for your entertainment. 1 should talk to Kazuki 
ore it turns into a quarrel. What I want out of this is 
confront all of our dissatisfactions and tell him, hey, 
Pt Show olf al by yoursATY 

“Couldn’t you call that a quarrel?” Shohei stifled 
smile and put his cigarette out in the ashtray. “But this 
me you had every right to criticize him. Leaving his 
seer alone on a critical exam day and Aying overseas to 
=< an ex-girlfriend? He’s made some seriously terrible 
=oves. In that sense, he can’t beat Masanobu.” 

“Can’t beat...?”” 

“Yuichi hasn’t lost something yet.” 

Why bring up winning or losing when the one he 
s=d chosen had been Yuichi? As Wataru considered that 
Soubt, Shohei answered it with a brotherly expression. 

“He’s never crawled up from rock bottom. 
=azhting the pain of losing something isn’t as easy as it 
ssunds. His romance with Mizuho ended like a game 


== house and left no scars. But it didn’t go that way for 
Miasanobu.” 


“Masanobu being drawn to you and not giving 
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up was equivalent to seeing the light at the end of the 
tunnel. It ended in getting dumped hard, but at the very 
least he made it back out into the daylight. That strength 
of his might surpass Yuichi’s passion one day, don’t you 
think?” 

“Th-The one I love is Kazuki!” 

When Shohei sought Wataru’s agreement 
with a smile, Wataru gave a firm denial in response. 
Shohei’s phrasing was so persuasive that one could find 
themselves in agreement if they let down their guard 
But Shohei muttered a confident, “Is it?” and pushed 
strongly on the throttle. As he looked ahead, he spoke in 
a cheerful tone as though pleased by something. 

“You should make certain to understand this 
The moment you dumped Masanobu, be and Yuicht 

became rivals in the truest sense. I’m sure Yuichi is 
starting to feel that as well.” 

“That’s not...” 

“And unlike previous occasions, Yuichi’s got 
the worse odds this time. This isn’t a question of which 
of them you love more. In a sense, their pride and spirit 
are on the line.” 

Shohei smiled at him and sought his agreement 
with a look that said, am I wrong? Wataru shut his moutk 
in consternation. Essentially, Yuichi and Masanobu 
were destined to oppose each other regardless of Wataru 
having anything to do with it. 

. Now then, we’ll reach your house soor 
Where would you like me to drop you off?” 


“Ah... Sorry for having you take me all the way 
back...” 
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Wataru had Shohei stop off at the same place 
had dropped him off last time and thanked him once 
»re. When he unbuckled his seatbelt and started to 
sen the door, Shohei spoke from behind him as though 
was an incidental matter. 

““You’re not going to ask?” 

“Bh?” 

“What did you want to ask of me when you 
led me out? Or is there no more need to ask it?” 

““Shohei-san...”” 

Wataru looked back at him briefly, then gave a 
=m'nod: “That’s right.” 

He had found his answer. All that was left was 
>keep his eyes forward and advance. 

“Tlike it, black eyed brat. Can you see a little of 
S= world around you now?” 

“J told you, please stop calling me that.” 

“Okay, in deference to those cheeky eyes, Pll 
=i you something nice.” 

“Something... nice?” Wataru responded warily 
== he stepped out of the car. Considering who he was 
siking to, it couldn’t have been trivial. But Shohei’s 
sees shined mischievously from the driver’s seat as 
S= smoothly spoke a fact that blew all trust out the 
=indow. 

“Yuichi’s back in Japan. He should have arrived 
Gee last night.” 

SEhe 7h: 

“I called Mizuho in the hospital to check. I’m 
sencerned as a relative too, you know.” 

“No... way...” 
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As if to add one final insult to the injury of th 

words, Shohei smiled faintly and added, “It’s true.” 
Wataru remained standing stock still even a’ 

Shohei started up the car and left. 


Masanobu finished packing his things 
closed his canvas suitcase with a light huff. He had do 
everything that needed doing for the day of depart 
tomorrow. 

“Brother, I hope you’re not having seco: 
thoughts?” 

“Bh?” 

Masaaki had stepped into the room a: 
watched his efforts without offering any help. 
asked that question of Masanobu with an inquisiti 
look. Masanobu lifted his head with a smile and look 
around the room. 

“I guess I’ll be saying goodbye to this room ver 
soon. I’1l be back in two weeks, but once I get back, I” 
have to start preparing to move right away.” 

“You sure about leaving your college? You 
would have graduated in another year, but you gave 
them notice that you were withdrawing. Didn’t you sa 
at first that it was a temporary absence?” 

“Why are you bringing this up this late in the 
game, after you bugged me so much to quit college in 
Japan and go study abroad in America? This won’t be 2 
short-term study. Even if I did stay registered, there’s no 
telling when I’ll be back, so there’s no sense in paying 
more tuition.” 

“Well, I mean...” 
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Masaaki flopped down onto the bed with a 
e sullen expression. 
“Now that it’s been decided, I guess it doesn’t 
real. Living with you has been a dream of mine, and 
and dad will be happy too, but... it feels kind of 
imactic.”” 

“Don’t bring that kind of thing up now. More 
xtantly, are you all right with leaving? You won’t 
‘coming back. If there’s anyone you want to talk to 


“JT met up with Wataru, so I’ll be fine.” 

“Ah.” 

Masanobu’s expression grew unintentionally 
bed at hearing the unexpected name. He had told 
ei they had reached a mutual understanding, but he 
rt expected them to hit it off well enough for there 
“= be any sad feelings when they parted ways. 

Geez... Just hearing the name gets me like this? 
‘=ced more discipline. 

Masanobu quieted his agitation, and a wry smile 
Sxade its way onto his face. 

I’ve already made up my mind, though. I am 
‘Sing to walk forward without looking back. 

To say he wasn’t lonely would be a lie. 

If he had wanted to always remain by Wataru’s 
sade, the best way to do that would have been to stick 
= the position of being a good confidante. But burying 
Gis feelings would have been lying to himself, and he 
‘couldn’t stand going without confessing his feelings, 
even if it hurt the one most important to him. 

That was why Masanobu had accurately 
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predicted that his selfishness would lead to separation 

“Say, Brother. There’s something I’ve wanted 
ask you for a while now.” 

“What is it?” 

“Well... Have you really given up on Wat: 
Because if you’re studying abroad just to forget abi 
him, I’d be against Ag It’s not your style.” 

“Masaaki. 

Masaaki rose abruptly and looked back 
Masanobu with an intense gaze. Their features 
some resemblance, but Masaaki had a personality mo: 
different from Masanobu’s than one would expect of t 
brothers. Masaaki’s blunt temperament with its lingeri 
traces of childhood and its intensity occasionally 1 
even Masanobu stunned. He was bright and asserti 
and while his open hostility toward Wataru from the s 
had left him at a loss, those same eyes that question: 
the intent of their target now turned upon Masanobu. 

“Masaaki, don’t underrate me that badig 


okay?” 
“Eh. ..2” 
Masanobu smiled faintly and delivered the 
determined line with no hard mettle behind it. Thi 
time it was Masaaki who was taken aback. He peek« 
at Masanobu with upturned eyes and an uncomfortabi 
expression. 
“Underrate? I wasn’t really...” 
“I can’t say that my studying abroad is completely 
unrelated to Wataru. What made up my mind for me 
was when I embraced my special feelings for him. But 
that’s only one factor.” 
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“One factor?” 

“Yes. I'd been staying in the same place ever 
I lost Yuina. Wataru being there helped pull me 
of there. He cried for me. I was filled with nothing 
regrets, and he did all he could to show me a caring 
de. Caring for someone isn’t such a bad thing, and 
taught me that through his own actions, against my 

pessimistic perspective.” 

“Brother...” 

That was why he couldn’t help but be drawn to 
— 
Masanobu continued to carry a torch for Wataru 
= his heart. Even knowing Wataru’s feelings for Yuichi, 
GSowing that he loved that sideways profile, knowing 
“et no future with Wataru could ever be possible. 
“Masaaki, you might not tolerate your brother 
Sling for a man. But thanks to that, my eyes have been 
@eened. I’m going to take better care of myself from 
ew on. I’m going to aim higher and higher, to become 
emeone that would bring no shame to Yuina or Wataru. 
Seadying abroad is my first step toward that goal.” 


“Masaaki, I...” 

“BR?” 

“I... will probably love Wataru for the rest of 
=» life.” 

His feelings fell from his mouth perfectly 
@eturally. 

Masaaki’s expression got a pained twinge. 

“I won’t say I’ll never love again. But I’m sure 
© keep loving Wataru. I want you to know that, if no 
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one else.” 

“Why me...?” 

“Isn’t it obvious? Because you're my brother.” 

Masanobu gave a gentle, faint smile as he 
spoke. 

Masaaki had his outbursts on occasion, but he 
had always put his brother first. He wanted his brother to 
be happy more than anyone, and put forth effort toward 
that end. When he had shown ill will toward Wata: 
Masanobu had been at a loss, but that didn’t weaken hi 
sense of gratitude for Masaaki’s concern. 

“Wh-what’s your deal? If that’s a joke, it ain®) 
funny.” 

Masaaki snapped at Masanobu in an effort to) 
hide his embarrassment, but his face still reddened) 
visibly. Masanobu gave an exasperated sigh and looked 
at the pocket on his luggage. 

“All that’s left is... this, I guess,” Masanobs 
murmured and slowly extended his right hand. He raz) 
his hand over the outer pocket with a fastener on # 
checking for the ring in its white envelope. 

Had the ring heard their conversation just now? 

The words he couldn’t convey, that Masanobs 
would always love him? 


8 p.m. ... He should be around at this time 


right? 


lightly, and took several deep breaths before pressi 
the doorbell. The last time he had visited Yuichi’s rent 
house had been on the way back from the first shrine 


Wataru stood before the entryway clad si 
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of the new year, and he could hardly believe that 
two months had passed since then. 

Come to think of it, I waited here for Kazuki 
get back. I had heard that he’d gotten injured at a 
wation club site... I barely felt alive then. 

Yuichi’s body as he clung to it. The strength of 
arms that wrapped around him in return. 

The scene that brought that recollection back so 
ly was proof of the love they so dearly shared. It 
because of the accumulated courage that it gave him 
he was able to muster up the courage to visit today. 

“Yuichi’s back in Japan. He should have arrived 
last night.” 

If what Shohei said was true, then why didn’t 
i call him even once? Wataru just couldn’t figure it 
mo matter how much he mulled it over. 
Kazuki... 
He had realized a fact from his talk during the 
swith Shohei. 

That was the fact that he and Yuichi had persisted 
no regard for reasonable limits or self-control. They 
considered the other too important, and at some 
they had grown afraid of hurting each other. Even 
times when it would have been better to give in to 
chness and damn the consequences, they had both 
their impulses restrained down to the wire. 

But we couldn't help that, could we? Even at the 
of times, Kazuki and I had tons of problems. We 

lucky to have people like Kawamura and Karin 
understood, but two men can't go around as lovers 
‘ur society. And there was even opposition from 
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Shohei, a relative... 

Changing an unstable and fragile relationship 
into a bond that would last into the future. 

Wataru had gazed upon Yuichi up until today 
with that idea alone as a goal. They were both still minors 
and unable to do much. Even fulfilling the one dream 
of living together required parental cooperation. And 
before them, they had to act as a simple upperclassman 
and underclassman, constantly living a lie. To avoid 
letting that reality overcome their fledgling romance 
Wataru had kept repeating to himself that he had to get 
stronger. 

But I couldn’t have kept pushing myself like thai 
forever... 

He would relax his shoulders and stand before 
Yuichi as he was. He would give voice to all the 
complaints on his chest and rail at him until his voice 
gave out. When he worked up that defiant attitude, he 
couldn’t help but miss him. He wanted that mean, pretty 
face to smile and call him a dummy again. He wanted 
to hear him call ““Wataru...” in a tone that sounded like 
murmuring a secret. 

.. Okay. 

The moment he mustered up his courage and 
lifted his finger to press the doorbell... 

The cell phone thrust in his pocket suddenly 
started vibrating. 

Eh...? Eeeh? 

Wataru grew agitated and momentarily unsure 
of whether or not to pull it out. It was in vibrate mode 
and the unceasing buzzing drove him to act quickly ir 
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is indecisiveness. 

Aw, man. Guess I have to. 

It didn’t seem like it would stop vibrating even 
= he ignored it, so he grudgingly drew the cell phone 
eat. He didn’t want to be heard talking inside the house, 
so he walked away from the entryway and answered, 
Hello?” His main priority was to get off the phone fast 
end regain his courage. 

“Sorry, I’m not sure who this is but now isn’t the 
Gest time...” 

“... Wataru.” 

oe 

The voice that reached his ears made his chest 
sontract. 

Wataru’s heart jumped, and he stopped moving 
ss though he was frozen in place. 

“Wataru...? Can you hear me?” 


“Ka.” 
“Hello? Wataru? Hey, Wataru?” 
“Kazuki...” 


Wataru could scarcely believe the stunned 
murmur of response came from his mouth. Wataru 
scard a faint hesitation in that befuddled voice. But 
‘uichi quickly recomposed himself and called his name 
gain. 

“Wataru... I’m sorry...” 

“I’m sorry... really, Iam. I’ve made you wait so 
auch.” 

What was this sorry business about? If he was 
sing to apologize, he shouldn’t have kept Wataru 
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waiting. And he had gotten back last night, so why wait 
until now to call? Wataru wasn’t going to accept any 
lame excuses like jet lag. 

The gripes came one after another in Wataru’s 
mind, but he couldn’t put a single one to words. His right 
hand trembled as it gripped his cell phone, and his heart 
raced so fast he was getting dizzy. 

Right now, Yuichi shared the same skies as he 
did. 

That fact alone was enough to put him on the 
verge of tears. 

“Kazuki, you... You...” 

“Where are you right now? I’m back at the rental 
house, so...” 

“You don’t know? Dumbass!” 

Wataru grew snappy at his casual tone and yelled 
into his phone. It probably bothered the neighbors, but 
all concern for that had flown out the window. Watare 
grew profusely upset, and got even more irritated at 
himself for getting so worked up. 

“Wataru? Are... Are you...?” 

As Yuichi spoke, the phone hung up. What the | 
hell? Wataru thought to himself and glared at his cell 
phone. A moment later, he heard a door slam open and 
footsteps rushing toward him from behind. 

“Wataru!” 

“Bho | 

As Wataru started to turn around, he found 
himself getting embraced with no idea what . was 
happening for a moment. 

“Wataru... Why...?” 
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“Wh-What do you mean, why...?” 

Yuichi had come running from his room and 
embraced him like he had come out of a dream. Yet 
he still kept repeating, “Why?” as if in a delirium, still 
unable to believe this. That familiar warmth and the 
scent of Yuichi that only Wataru knew enveloped him 
all over, and Wataru found himself taking it in with his 
eyes closed. 

But... 

“D-Don’t mess around.” 

Wataru regained his bearings, but when he tried 
‘to flee from his partner’s arms he barely put any real 
effort into it. He certainly wasn’t such a sucker that he 
would just accept this reunion gracefully right here. 

“Let go! Let me go! What’s with the sudden 
return?!” 

“Wataru. ..2” 

“You keep talking about making me worry. I 
know you got back yesterday! Why call me now after all 
that posturing?! Don’t mock me!” 

The moment he started to gripe, the anger 
brimmed over like a dam had burst. It had nothing to do 
with how much he loved Yuichi. He had been embraced 
impulsively and shown just how much he had been 
missed, but even so he couldn’t just turn around and 
forgive everything. 

“Wataru, hey, calm down. Hear me out.” 

“Shut up. Let me go!” 

“Wataru!” 

Wataru struggled hard in Yuichi’s arms, and 
Yuichi tried desperately to calm him. He didn’t dare 
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release his firm hold for fear that if he let Wataru go 
now, he could lose him forever. 

“Let me go... Kazuki...” 

“Wataru...” 

“You’re so... I hate you. I hate you. You 
stupid...” 

Wataru’s struggles grew weaker before he 
realized it, and his curses came in a choked-up voice. 
His words grew slurred, and when he tried to hold it 
all in, his throat trembled and he was no longer able to 
speak. 

“You’re... such a...” 

Even being embraced tightly enough to take 
his breath away, even feeling the strength of the fingers 
clutching into his back, Wataru couldn’t calm down. He 
kept muttering into Yuichi’s chest, and as he started 
to settle down, he tried to shove himself away from 
Yuichi’s arms as though in a show of defiance. 

conte 

A pained moan escaped Yuichi’s mouth. Wataru 
stopped his resistance and looked up at Yuichi in 
surprise. Yuichi’s grim expression was locked and tense, 
struggling to control the pain. Wataru’s anger abruptly 
abated and he nestled against Yuichi with color in his 
face. 


“Kazuki... are you injured?” 

“Don’t... worry... Just a little scratch.” 

“When was it? In New York?” 

Wataru had heard nothing at all of this. Yuichi 
still looked down at the agitated Wataru with a smile. 

“I finally get to see you face to face again. 
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Wataru, you're too spirited.” 

“Kazuki...” 

Now that Wataru got a good look at him, he 
could see that Yuichi’s left hand was all bandaged up. 
When he tried to ask what kind of condition it was in, he 
got the dismissive response of, “It’s fine now. I just took 
a painkiller. Still, that was pretty bold of you in a shared 
living space.” 

“Er Ah.” 

“{ heard you yelling right outside. The moment 
I realized you were nearby, I threw all reason to the 
wind.” 


“But you know I won’t let your referring to me 
as a dumbass go.” 

Yuichi’s expression regained its usual confidence. 
It looked like the pain had mostly subsided. There was 
the egotistical expression Wataru knew so well. It fit his 
pretty face perfectly. 

“Hey... Kazuki...” 

“Hm?” 

Wataru felt like he had to say something 
Something to convey his feelings. 

“Well, um...” 


... Welcome home. 

The voice sounded like it would vanish as 
it escaped from Wataru’s lips. Yuichi’s body acted 
impulsively and pulled him close once more. Fortunately 
no residents had come out, but even if they did get 
spotted by someone like this, he didn’t care. 
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“K-Kazuki, hey...” 

“Wataru... Wataru...” 

Wataru chafed and fidgeted in his hold, but 
there was no resistance in it. Hearing his name repeated 
like a prayer made his mixed-up reality feel further and 
Sarther away. 

“Wataru...” 

As his name kept getting called, the strength 
eradually sapped out of his body. The fingers wrapped 
ound his back trembled bravely. It was ample 
eenveyance of how anxious he had been. Yuichi 
tmbraced Wataru strongly in his right hand and kept 
sepeating his name, over and over. 

“Wataru... Wataru...” 

How long would he keep going? 

I missed you. I’m sorry I worried you. You must 
Se angry that I came back without saying anything. All 
Einds of lines floated around in his head, but they were 
sothing compared to what he wanted to say the most. 

“Wataru...” 

Yuichi released Wataru slightly to gaze upon 
im from the front. 

“I love you.” 

“Kazuki...” 

Wataru choked up and his heart was pained. 

It was a pain he had never known until he fell in 
eve with someone. 

“T_.. love you, too...” 

Wataru quietly let out a deep breath with his 
yes closed. 

He felt a faint, pleasant warmth extending as far 
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as the fingertips in his back. Wataru could no longer tell 
why they’d been apart for so long or how he’d buried the 
loneliness. 


“Man, I’m beat. The place was closed off for 
nearly a month and it took all last night just to ventilate 
it and clean it up. You wouldn’t believe how much mail 
and email had accumulated, and I could hardly follow 
the stuff on the news. It feels like I’ve been out of Japan 
for years. Even my luggage was a pain to deal with. I 
should have gone over there commando style.” 

“Kazuki, you didn’t leave your key with 
anyone in the apartment building? You could have said 
something to me, and...” 

“You just finished your exams. Didn’t you want 
a chance to spread your wings? Besides, I never planned 
on taking this long to get back. The original plan was to. 
come back in two weeks.” | 

Wataru entered Yuichi’s one-bedroom suite] 
for the first time in a while, feeling alien and restless” 
Wataru composed himself and dismissed the feelings as | 
due to him being gone for a while, then took a seat in his 
usual spot. 

“Wataru, want something to eat? Have you had 
dinner yet?” 

“If you’re hungry, let’s go out together 
somewhere. It’s been a while. I don’t know what all you 
ate in New York, but you loved the ‘Ginryu’ and the 
‘Ikomaken,’ right?” 

“You're sharp,” Yuichi answered with a smile 
as he emerged from the kitchen with a mug in ha 
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‘Wetaru volunteered to do it, but Yuichi said he’d need to 
‘=¢ used to using a stiff hand for a while and put coffee 
= with surprising grace. 

“Still, a home really changes when no one lives 
© it. This has been an educational experience.” 

‘Wataru sat on the bed and looked Yuichi’s way 
= he talked about different trifling topics. The way he 
Set chatting on about how he hadn’t called his family 

how his head was still fuzzy from jet lag, and other 
“s=ch things gave the impression that he was avoiding the 


‘Wataru smiled and nodded on the surface while 
tly reflecting on his conversation with Shohei. If he 
ited to get Shohei on his side, he had to demonstrate 
unchanging love through his actions. That was what 
had said. 

Frankly, I’ve got no idea what I could do to offer 
of of my love. But would Shohei stop being my enemy 
we managed it? 

He could scarcely imagine it, but if he really did 
i would be a miracle in a sense. Once Yuichi heard 
t it with his unyielding spirit, he would throw that 
it into it without a doubt. But he was no more likely 
Wataru to have any idea of what would satisfy 
ei and make him recognize them as a couple. 
But 
The sound of love lingered softly in Wataru’s 


“Wataru... Wataru...” 
The voice that repeated his name so raptly was 
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pleasantly clear. Wataru couldn’t express how happy he 
was to hear that sound, as if in a dream. His heartbeat 
leapt in joy, and he repeated, “I love you too” in his mind 
over and over while tightly returning Yuichi’s embrace 

That voice alone is enough for me. 

But right now was no time to be fixated on th: 
Before they could get Shohei on their side, they had = 
number of issues of their own to discuss. That was why 
Wataru had come today, and he wasn’t content with the 
vagueness of embracing and whispering love to one 
another. 

I’m sure Kazuki believes that too. That’s why he’s 
avoiding brushing up against the subject carelessly. 

Despite his faith in Yuichi’s love for him, Watara 
found it a bit lonely having their first rendezvous in so 
long take this form. But they could be together any time 
they wanted from now on. Avoiding the present issues 
and focusing on future enjoyments would be a foolish 
move. 

“Sorry for not contacting you last night.” 

Yuichi must have finally braced himself as 
Wataru’s mind wandered. He set his raised mug to the 
floor and gazed straight at Wataru. 

“I reached the apartment late at night and 
needed to collect my thoughts before I could call you) 
But after one night’s rest I wanted to see your face. Once 
I felt that way and figured you were somewhere where I 
could meet you immediately... well, I couldn't hold it im 
anymore.” 

He added with a sheepish smile that he had gonal 
to the hospital and hadn’t expected it to get this late. His 
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Ssiling face hadn’t changed one bit since before they 
@erted. There was the Yuichi that Wataru knew so well. 
“Still, I never expected you to be right here. You 

=lly surprised me there.” 

“That goes back to what I said before. Shohei 
‘id me you were back. He really dotes on you, and he 
seunded like he was pretty worried.” 

“And so he contacts his ex? That wasn’t a 
Ssitor’s phone either.” 

“That’s... Well, it sounds like something he’d 

: “He really does just do what he wants.” 

Yuichi had once given a thoroughly exasperated 
@escription of Shohei’s feelings, that he “only had one 
Sing important to him,” and now Wataru understood 
Sat. Shohei treasured family more than anything, and 
ent out of his way to thoroughly eliminate anything 
“Sat endangered his family. He had also said that 
sonsideration in half measures was cruelty. 

“Say, Kazuki.” 

. “Hm?” 

“You'll talk to me this time, won’t you? About 

|" =hy you delayed your return so long... and the ring.” 


“You didn’t want to worry me needlessly while 
|" =e were separated, right? But you’re back now. I’d like 
Sr you to open up about everything, right here and 
mow.” 
Yuichi looked thoughtful for several long 
_ Soments. 
“*.. There was an accident.” 


106 ONLY THE RING FINGER KNOWS 


He spoke up as though he’d been prepared fro: 

the start for this. He started explaining himself in 
indifferent manner to avoid letting it get overblows) 
more than necessary. 

Yuichi explained that Mizuho’s condition had 
suddenly taken a turn for the worse, and that whem 
he was on his way to the hospital he was caught in @ 
collision. That examinations took longer than he had 
anticipated and that he hadn’t been able to make it back 
to the hotel. Wataru paled visibly as he heard the truth 
of the accident that Yuichi had let slip over the phone. 

“An accident...!” 

“Don’t make that face. I made it out with nothing 
but my left hand injured, as you can see. But I had te 
remove the ring to treat the injury... And when I did. I 
got anxious all of a sudden.” 

“Kazuki...” 

Yuichi’s eyes got a pained twinge, casting 2 
shadow on his pretty face. 

“On top of getting in an accident at the worst 
possible time during an emergency, I couldn’t even) 
wear my ring. I was convinced that it was some kind 
of bad sign. Even after Mizuho recovered, there was no} 
telling what would happen to her next, and after thagl 
I had this throbbing pain in my head and shoulders. E 
was really stumped as to when I could get back. Asaka | 
being at your side also made it hard for me to stay calm 
honestly.” 

. Sorry...” 

“It’s fine. It’s not your fault. Besides, weren’t y« 

way more anxious than I was? That was why I didn’t sar 
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==ything when I heard from Shohei that you took Asaka 
@ the beach. I couldn’t criticize that. It just renewed my 
ssire to get back to you soon.” 


When he had to discuss difficult topics, Yuichi 
ever beat around the bush. He listed out his feelings 
= the time offhandedly, in a tone steeped in self 
=precation. By speaking as objectively as possible, he 
‘Ssught to leave formal judgment to his partner. 

I see.... So that’s why he said, “Entrust.” 

Not having his partner there when he wanted 
“=> see him—the irritation from that formed small 
==pples that grew vast. In this past month, Wataru had 
=<perienced this same truth enough to leave a sour taste 
@ his mouth. 

That was why he got it. 

He got why Yuichi soughtto entrust the ring with 
=m after being so agitated by the series of accidents. 

“I’m sorry for giving you lousy excuses. But 
ct ring has been guiding me all this time. It led me 
© meet the owner of the matching ring, you; it led me 
© accidentally swap rings at the water fountain when I 
Sought it was unrequited love; and it led me to finding 
Se love that I had given up on. That was why I wanted it 
=> draw me back this time as well. To Japan... To you.” 

“You could have at least written a letter 
=xplaining that...” 

“What we just discussed? You think I could 
‘rite something that girly even in the distant future? I’m 
Sling you now because it’s necessary, but even now it’s 
=~kward as hell for me. Praying on a ring and sending 


108 ONLY THE RING FINGER KNOWS 


it back all sentimental-like... The biggest blunder i= 
Yuichi Kazuki’s life, I tell you.” 

Yuichi glared defensively as though daring 
Wataru to object, and Wataru’s slack jaw remained 
dropped. Sure, there was no denying that the ring he 
sent back had arrived at the worst possible timing an@ 
that it had delivered a shock far greater than normal, but 
if he’d added even a brief note about it, it could have) 
averted all of that confusion. 

“The injury was worse than expected and that 
threw a wrench into my plans. I'd calculated when the 
letter would reach you and I’d intended to talk to you 
by phone. I mean, if I’d put something like, ‘I was i= 
an accident, in a letter, wouldn’t you totally panic? E 
figured that at least by phone you’d hear me talking and 
have proof that way that I was fine. Well, I will admit all 
that reading into it backfired on me...” 

“So, you meant to call me right away, but the 
injury caused you to relapse at the hospital and from 
there you kept getting stalled? While I was pacing alons 
and kept calling your hotel and cell phone...” 

«... Sorry about that.” 

“Don’t give me that ‘sorry about that’ crap!” 

Wataru stood up in a fury that made hi 
momentarily forget himself. He glared down at 
partner, and Yuichi returned the look with a serio! 
unflinching gaze. 

“I know you were in a tight spot, Kazuki. 
sympathize with that. I understand that the timing k 
getting worse and worse, and that it wound up going ing 
bad direction. But you’re wrong. At that point, the 7 
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Sing you did out of all of that was make me worry. Am 
Ewrong?” 

“Wataru...” 

“I’m sure you had your own pressures. I also 
=emmitted the sin of making you anxious. But at least I 
‘@idn’t keep anything secret. I even told you everything 
‘bout Asaka. That was because I wanted you to give me 
"Se same courtesy!” 

Wataru’s unconsciously clenched fists started 
shaking slightly. As Yuichi looked upon him, Yuichi’s 
ves narrowed at Wataru’s words as though biting back 
cain. 

But Wataru couldn’t afford to give in. 

Right now he had no intention of giving in to his 
ring feelings for his beloved Yuichi. 

“Kazuki, didn’t you tell me once that there 
“would be no holding back or restraint between us? You 
Sust have noticed, though... we’ve been doing just that 
ihout even realizing it.” 

“Answer me!” 

“.. Yeah.” 

‘Yuichi gave a firm nod after a brief silence. 
ah, I have. I’ve been thinking the same thing.” 

“Wanting to understand my partner, to not hurt 

partner, thinking of nothing but that... You and I 
wound up only looking right in front of ourselves 
some point. We’ve been thinking too hard and going 
circles?” 

“Even when it’s really just something simple... 


Sent?” 
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“Yeah. But so many things have happened, and 
I was reminded along the way of how much I loved you. 
Kazuki. I figured I had to get stronger. At some point 
that might have lost all other meaning. Even though all I 
really wanted was to be at your side.” 

Before Wataru knew what was happening, his 
field of vision started to blur. His head grew feverish. 
and he couldn’t even grasp what they were talking about 
Snap out of it, Wataru reprimanded himself firmly as he 
tried to brace himself on both feet. He couldn’t muster 
his strength, though, and he was on the verge of slumping 
to the floor on his knees. 

“You okay?” 

Yuichi hurriedly rose and extended a hand out 
to support Wataru in his collapse. He grabbed Wataru’s 
arms and leaned in close to study him. His face had 
grown pale with worry. 

“Wataru...?”” 

Wataru started brimming with tears from the 
love that gushed forth from him. 

“J love you... Kazuki...” 

Wataru’s lips unconsciously formed the shape | 
of those words. He had only lived for eighteen years, but 
he doubted he would ever find another partner he could | 
love so much. | 

“I adore you. I really love you, Kazuki.” 

“Wataru...” 

Yuichi’s eyes trembled slightly, and he gently 
released the arms he had been clenching in fear. 

“Wataru, I...” 

“It’s okay. I know what you want to say. I meant 
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to say the same thing.” 


“Let’s put off living together and keep living as 
we have been. You in your rental house and me with my 
family. Right?” 

Yuichi showed affirmation in his strained 
silence in response to Wataru’s statement. The reason 
he couldn’t put it into words was because he was still 
internally conflicted. Of course, so was Wataru. 

1 want to be together without parting for evena 
moment. I want you all to myself, morning and night. 

It took a lot of effort to suppress those feelings. 
Not to mention, there were no visible obstacles 
before them, and if they felt like it they could go out 
househunting again as early as tomorrow. 

But... We can’t get carried away now. After all 
we're not strong. We're still weak and children, wishing 
to be strong... 

Life with Yuichi had been a support for Wataru 
while he studied for his exams. It was because he’d had 
shat dream that he felt so hard pressed to pass no matter 
what happened, that he had been able to endure events 
that had shaken his heart. 

“Tell Yuichi that I’m turning against you.” 

Shohei’s proclamation of open hostility that he 
bad delivered at the hotel in Okinawa, during summer 
iest year. 

“It might be troublesome for you, but would you 
sind if I loved you?” 

The sincere confession of love from Masanobu 
that stained his heart during that fall visit. 
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More scenes came floating into his head and 
vanished one after another. Kawamura’s smiling face 
as he said, ““You’re my friend, right?” Karin’s voice 
cheering him on, “Hang in there!” The words, “Don 
lose, Wataru,” from Masaaki who had been so hostile at 
first. 

That's right... I’ve forgotten the most important 
thing. I’m not in love with him to make it last a long time 
I fell in love because I wanted to be happy, because 
being with Kazuki makes me happy. 

That was why he shouldn’t try to force any odd 
self-restraint. If he felt like something was wrong, he 
shouldn’t ignore those feelings. That was different from 
his feeling of loving Yuichi. 

“Come to think of it, you said something on the 
phone, right?” 

“Eh?” 

“That I was acting the same as Asaka. Yelling 
at me, demanding to know why I couldn’t see that even 
when I just wanted to share your path. That stung, you 
know.” 

“Kazuki...” 

Yuichi grumbled with a lonesome smile and 
hesitantly extended his right hand again. His fingertips 
gently brushed around Wataru’s eyes as Wataru remained 
motionless. He brushed the tears away softly with the 
ball of this thumb and gave another genuine smile. 

“Lf we put off living together, my desire to keep 
you all to myself will worsen. Be ready for that.” 

“... Sure.” 

“Once the time comes that we can live together 


The Finger Never Sleeps 113 


nothing on our chests, I won’t let you go all day. I 
you realize that?” 

“TY... I know that.” 

“Good enough, then.” 

So don’t cry anymore. That was the implication 
Yuichi touched his forehead to Wataru’s. 

“Tl tell you now. When I feel desire and 
‘otion, I get out of control.” 

“Can’t you do whatever you please right now 
ay?” 

“That’s not what I mean. Even Asaka is within 
inch of his life by now. And not just him. I’ll eliminate 
née, man or woman, who bats their eyelashes your 
. Are you conscious of that?” 

“That’s a pain of a door to open...” 

“I’m not going to give priority to your 
umstances anymore, all right? I’m going to act solely 
my love for you. All that beating around the bush and 
ing it blow up in my face has thrown me in a bad 
tt too. So... Let’s go out and do it right?” 

‘Yuichi gave Wataru a bold gaze as he said that. 

It was a look that said he had heard Wataru’s 
plaints and recognized them in his own way. 

“Oh, right. There’s one more thing I want to tell 

“ER?” 

“Asaka sets out for New York tomorrow, 
it? Truth is, I made arrangements to meet with him 
rehand at the airport. It was more like being called 
if you want to get technical, but he went out of his 
to make an international call.” 
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“Then, is that why you returned so sudde 
last night? To meet with Asaka?” Wataru responded in 
sullen tone. 

“It’s an excuse, dummy. Truth is, when I he: 
your gripes on the phone, I wanted to get back right a 
But it sounded like your cancellation of the rental ho 
was something you'd thought out carefully. I knew 
didn’t say that out of goading or retaliation. I figured 
should think over what led you to that conclusion.” 

“Kazuki...” 

“But I couldn’t make sense of it without cooli 
my head. I actually felt pretty glum for a while, 
Then while I was dealing with that, Asaka called 
up... He said he wanted to return your ring.” 

ae 

Yuichi casually brought up the thing that 
been bothering Wataru for so long. Wataru had 
many times that he needed to fess up, but he just coul 
bring himself to open up about it, and that made 
ashamed of himself. He had criticized Yuichi just ni 
with righteous indignation, but he had had no right. 

“Kazuki, ’m sorry. Kazuki... ’'m r 
sorry...” 

Wataru apologized earnestly with a desperat 
trembling voice. He explained everything, from w! 
happened between himself and Masanobu to how 
ring passed to his hands. 

SLseer. 2 

After a long silence, Yuichi spoke in a 
voice. 

“You did well, Wataru.” 
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“Kazuki...” 
“When I heard Asaka was staying in Japan in 
‘Sy place, I couldn’t help but suspect it. But I trusted in 
I trusted that this time youd give your answer.” 

The answer he spoke of was Wataru’s parting 
Masanobu. Yuichi had bitten back a jealousy that 
nigh unbearable and waited until Wataru fully 
up his mind. That made Wataru happy, but at the 
time, Wataru cursed his own weak-mindedness for 
g inflicted pain upon him. 

“Kazuki, I don’t really hate Asaka. I care for 
as a person, and I look up to him, too.” 

“... I guess you would.” 

“So, [hope that one day... it’s more like a dream 
Sen reality, but I’d like to meet him again normally one 
= when he’s gotten over his feelings of love. I'll be 
st with you about that.” 


“But until that day comes, I won’t see him again. 
*s been decided.” 

With that firm assertion from Wataru, Yuichi’s 

finally softened. He drew a small breath, smiled, 
responded, “I see.” 

“Wataru, I love you. There are people in society 
say that men shouldn’t state that so bluntly, or make 
judiced comments. But the phrase, ‘I love you,’ rings 
the heart more beautifully than anything clse. It 
s it. So I won’t begrudge that, not for you.” 

Yuichi continued to murmur with a smile, lips 
hing over Wataru’s eyelids. Yuichi’s fingers had 
tly waited and minded their manners until Wataru 
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aired everything out, and then they combed thro 
Wataru’s soft hair. His touch was so pleasant, it slo 
melted Wataru’s tense heart. Wataru closed his eyes 
clung to Yuichi, letting out a breath with feeling. 

“I don’t regret letting you go to New York, b 
we pushed it a little.” 

“Yeah.” 

“When you cut communications, I couldm 
let that cell phone out of my sight. I was really, reall 
worried. When I saw that ring when you sent it back, "= 
not lying, my vision went black.” 

“|. Sorry.” 

“If you’re going to apologize, don’t do that 
again. Come on, Kazuki. Rely on me more. Spit 
your complaints and vent your anxieties. If you love 
that’s all the more reason to do it. Promise?” 

“AU right.” 

The voice that responded with so few wo 
sounded like it was holding in a small laugh. Wat: 
lifted his face to give Yuichi a lightly indignant glare. 

“I won’t begrudge anything either, okay?” 

“Eb?” 

Perhaps Wataru had spoken too soon. Li 
quickly drew close. The moment they started to tow 
faintly, they came together with unexpected vi 
Wataru had meant to steal a kiss but instead his own li 
had been stolen, and they closed together passionat 
They were sucked at voluptuously, and as a tong: 
slipped in and started to toy with his, Wataru was aw: 
in a sensation akin to dizziness. 

“Se IMinoss mia 2 
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Their lips exchanged a damp warmth that even 
istened their breath. Long fingers combed through 
= hair, the caressing stirring him wildly. 

“Ka... zuki... Kazuki...” 

“Wataru...” 

Yuichi kept kissing Wataru at different angles, 
Wataru’s heartbeat raced like an alarm bell. His 
st ached sweetly, and his rough breaths escaped his 
at fleeting intervals. 

“I love you, Wataru...” 

Yuichi clutched him against his chest and 
ated that unceasingly. 

The words of love piled upon him, and the voice 
ing to him engulfed him like a wave. 


This was the place where he had taken three 
les to arrive from New York the night before last. 
ichi felt oddly strong feelings in the face of the fact 
t he was here this time as a guest to see someone off. 

Well, it’s not exactly seeing him off. He just 
ed to meet and the place happened to be the airport, 
t's all. 

Even if it was wrong to feel that way, Yuichi had 
desire to pray for a safe trip for that man. As he took 
escalator up to the third floor departure lobby, he 
dered what kind of expression he should show when 
ting a man who was practically passing the baton 
him on his way out. Regardless of anything else, this 
the man who had the temerity to steal a kiss from 
ichi’s lover while he was gone, and that was hard to 
‘ive. 
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And for a second time, to boot. Getting tuto’ 
from him after that kiss at the post office? Isn’t Wate 
a little too innocent for his own good? And why do 
have to talk alone together, anyway? I don’t care if. 
meant to do this last, was it necessary to take that 3 
consideration? 

Without noticing, Yuichi’s complaints stop 
being directed solely at Masanobu and shifted to inch 
Wataru. But it was all rooted in Yuichi leaving Watar= 
behind and fiying to New York. Knowing that made his 
unable to blame anyone, leaving an undirected jealo 
smoldering in his heart. If he saw Masanobu’s face = 
this mental state, he seriously doubted he would be able 
to carry on a civil conversation. 

Let's see... The rest area at the #1 counter would 
be... 

The airport was approaching spring break time, 
and it was relatively sparsely populated in the earis” 
part of the afternoon. The English announcements 
instinctively reminded him of the hospital in New Ye 
but making it back like this made it feel like that was 
already far behind him. | 

“\.. There it is.” 

Even from a distance, Yuichi could make outs 
young man with an attractive figure that caught the e& 
sitting in a chair. He was clad in a spring coat and had 
a luggage satchel draped casually to his side as he read 
a book of some sort. His calm demeanor spoke of one 
used to traveling, and the atmosphere around where he 
sat felt different. 

He was as loathsome as always. 
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Yuichi glared at him without realizing that he 
drawing a similar amount of attention from those 
ind him. Masanobu looked up from his book in 
ichi’s direction right away, as though he had felt the 
ers Yuichi was glaring into him. 

“Ah, Kazuki, you came. I was afraid you’d stood 
coe 

“Certainly not. I wouldn’t miss this.” 

Now that he had found Masanobu, there was 
ing for it. As he approached, a cheerful, friendly 
ile crossed his face. 

“My, you look a little frightening. I don’t suppose 
would help matters any to ask you to stop glaring at 
like that?” 

“[’m not really glaring. You and I have just never 
ctly been on speaking terms.” 

“Oh? Weren’t we an upperclassman and 
lerclassman in the same club?” 

Just hearing from Wataru last night about how 
lost the ring made his calm face start to lose its 
posure. But Masanobu was probably feeling just as 
‘ward. He had to reconfirm that he had been firmly 
mped in front of his romantic rival. 

But, you reap what you sow. Who the hell would 
rw sympathy for that? 

Yuichi sat next to him while silently cursing 
. Masanobu probably had no desire for his sympathy, 
‘emher. 

“*... Well? You don’t have much time either, do 
wu? Get to the point. I took three planes to get here and 
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I’m too tired to deal with this crap.” 

“Yes, that was impressive of you. I neve 
expected you to fly right over. You could have waited fos 
me in New York without rushing it, you know.” 

“Me? Wait for you? Good one.” 

Yuichi’s flat dismissal made the smile os 
Masanobu’s face falter. But there was no way in hell 
Yuichi would sit there waiting for Masanobu in the city 
that he had gone to and made Wataru cry in. As he had 
told Wataru last night, he had in fact hesitated in coming 
back, but deep down inside he had wanted to get back 
soon. Wataru was all alone and engulfed in anxiety, and 
Yuichi had wanted to embrace him with everything 
he had. Yuichi was now greatly ashamed of his ows 
weakness that had prevented him from doing just that 
His mind was preoccupied with how to achieve victors 
from here on out. 

“What about you, Kazuki?” 

“Eh?” 

After an uncomfortable silence, Masanobda 
began speaking in a thoroughly disinterested tone. 

“Well, you must have heard a lot from Watars 
Things like what happened between us while you we 
out of Japan. He probably gave you everything down = 
the little things, all accurately.” 

“... Yeah.” 

Darn right he did, Yuichi silently added. 

Ifhe hadn’t, Yuichi sure wouldn’t have shown == 
today. Masanobu had gotten straight to the point witha! 
beating around the bush. He had told Yuichi he wan 
to return the ring. At first Yuichi was taken aback wa 
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=e idea what this was about, but it quickly fell into place. 
‘The cause of Wataru’s emotional instability did not lie 
ely with Yuichi’s postponement of his return. 

At that point, all his odd worries had flown out 
‘Se window. When he found the direct flights all booked, 
searched for the fastest route to reach Narita, gave 
uho a hasty farewell, and left New York behind. 
“Kazuki, I’m sorry. Kazuki... I’m really 


Wataru had acted so tough, but when he 
fessed to not having the ring in his possession, he 
4 broken down in tears. Even if Yuichi burned with 
lousy, he couldn’t get angry after hearing that voice. 
had gone back to his usual determined self quickly, 
that moment in which he had come apart at the seams 
acted tough had hurt Yuichi’s heart. 
“To tell the truth, I should have handed it right 
k to him on the spot after picking it up, but...” 
Yuichi showed a bitter side profile, and 
mobu also kept looking straight ahead at his side as 
spoke. 
“Well, I just couldn’t stand it at the time. How 
id this boy not notice me when I loved him so dearly? 
so frustrated, and it made me a little spiteful.” 
“Well, what can you do?” 
“Bh?” 
“I’m the better man than you. Of course Wataru 
id fall for me.” 


Yuichi glanced Masanobu’s way with a cold gaze 
caught a fleeting glimpse of a stunned expression. 
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Masanobu was taken aback and looked ready to respo! 
with a sarcastic retort, but then he just sighed in defeat 

“"Yeah, maybe... I guess it would be somethii 
like that.” 

“What’s with that tone?” 

“Didn’t they use to say that love is blind?” 

When Yuichi snorted and looked back at hi 
Masanobu’s smile had slowly returned to his face. 

“Kazuki, your demeanor has changed a li 
You were only gone two or three weeks, but New Y« 
must have been a heck of an experience for you. Moi 
than before...” 

“Don’t put on airs with me.” 

“No, I mean, it’s like... I don’t feel needless 
animosity or belligerence from you anymore. It’s = 
shock.” 

“why?” 

“Strong emotions belie an inferiority compl 
I considered myself superior when you didn’t hide y 
animosity, but it seems like your attitude is most 
changed now.” 

He had some charm for a sore loser, 
Masanobu was expressing genuine admiration. S 
shove it down my throat, Yuichi thought to him: 
privately unamused. Nonetheless he had been prai 
so he accepted the assessment gracefully. 

“I won’t forgive what you did to Wataru, 
bitching you out now won’t make me feel any bet 
Besides, Wataru’s not trapped anymore. It’s not for 
to butt in on.” 

“Not trapped...?” 
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“He told me that he cared for you.” 

“Eh...” 

Those unexpected words took Masanobu off 
-d, and agitation crossed his features. Yuichi sighed 
exasperation and refiected wryly on the fact that 
ru was the one to break Masanobu’s poker face. 

“I see. That makes me really happy.” 

“In Wataru’s words, it’s not love, but it really 
to break it off. It’s a painful choice when someone 
to cast something aside to protect something else. 
’s why he hopes that if you’ve chosen to start over 
study abroad, that he can meet you again in a 
ferent way one day.” 

“And in either case, I’m not on his radar, huh.” 

Yuichi found Masanobu’s disappointed smiling 
to be refreshingly reassuring. Masanobu had gauged 
Yuichi had changed, but now he showed Yuichi that 
had grown more tough and strong. 

“_. Upperclassman Asaka.” 

“What? It’s kind of weird hearing you call me 
rclassman.” 

When Yuichi addressed him again, Masanobu 
lightly with slightly wary eyes. But Yuichi had to 
straight here. To overcome his own mistakes and 
own sins. 

Yuichi took a breath, folded his arms, and looked 
the side. 

“This whole series of events can be chalked up 
my mistakes. When you kissed Wataru once, I told 
not to forgive you. But this isn’t about forgiveness 
lack of forgiveness. Because I was wrong.” 
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“Kazuki...” 

“No matter who I had to give up, no matter 
it took to convince Wataru of it, I should have never 
Japan. I don’t regret going to America, but I believe 
from the bottom of my heart.” 

Masanobu was dumbfounded at first by 
abrupt confession. But then he did like Yuichi and qui 
averted his gaze as though he was thinking to hi 
He couldn’t bear to look at that averted side profile, 
he was surely accepting the pain of love head-on. 

How strange, Yuichi thought to himself in 
silence. What he had just said was his true feelings. 
he also couldn’t deny the feeling that things went 
way they had to go. The reason for that was that even 
he could turn back the clock, Wataru would still advi 
him to go to America, and he would still probably acc: 
that himself. 

So basically, it was inevitable, huh... 

As long as he remained Yuichi Kazuki, and 
long as Wataru remained Wataru Fujii, the actions 
they needed to take would come to them naturally. If 
was the case, then the troubles and misunderstandi: 
that kept plaguing them weren’t there to draw them a) 
but rather were placed there for them to overcome. 

“Say, Asaka. Have you really gotten o 
Wataru?” 

“That’s a sudden question to ask. Or are 
worried that you need to double check?” 

“There’s that too.” 

When Yuichi gave an unexpectedly di 
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et, Masanobu’s complexion shifted an amusing 

nt. The ordinarily calm and collected man who 

forgot his maturity and composure showed open 

srnation. Yuichi found himself amused despite 
If and finally relaxed his posture a little. 

“Last night, Wataru spent the night at my place. 

so tired from that, I don’t have the energy to get 


“Now, look...” 

“Besides, no matter how much I hate you, I’d 

not beat a dead horse.” 

“... Listen to you.” 

Masanobu gave a defeated-sounding sigh, then 
=sponded with a faint laugh. It looked like Masanobu 
Sed broken the tension as well, and was starting to 
Stlow Yuichi’s pace. They would never get along or 
Geke hands, but without Wataru there, they never 
ssuld have made such strides. Considering that, Yuichi 
send himself feeling that meeting Masanobu was also 
imecessity. 

But that doesn’t mean we'll be sipping tea 
iether in our old age. 

Yuichi was gripped with conflicting emotions, 
aa he smiled wryly at that in amusement. 

“Looks like the time’s getting closer,” Masanobu 
= as he looked at the digital clock display. He drew 
= a white envelope from the satchel at his side and 
=sented it before Yuichi. 

““Wataru’s ring is inside.” 


“I want him to get it back from you. Don’t worry, 


The Finger Never Sleeps 127 


fidn’t put in a letter or anything.” 

“I’m not worried about that, and I shouldn’t be. 
mn’t know how you feel and I don’t care, but Wataru’s 
ly over you. He wouldn’t have said all that if he 
’t prepared for it.” 

Yuichi took the envelope with no further ado 
felt it over for the ring. It was a simple ring with a 
golden line through the middle. It was a mundane 
ign, but it had a priceless value solely by virtue 
being owned by Wataru. Just as Yuichi thought to 
elf that it was finally back, a belated fact occurred 
him. 

eAtlisct? 

“Is something wrong?” Masanobu inquired 
a confused look in response to Yuichi’s sudden slip 
‘is voice. 

“Is there some problem with the ring. ..2” 

“I see, this ring... I get it...” 

“Kazuki.. 

Masanobu looked increasingly perplexed as 
i broke the envelope’s seal without explaining 
If. He ignored Masanobu’s weak protest and 
tied the ring out of the envelope and into his left 


Td totally, @reqttan. but Yau used te bee, 
sg, didn't you? 
A replica he had gotten his cousin Toko, an 
aver, to make for him. That was this ring. What 
to his unrequited crush on Wataru was his ring, so 
ichi had wanted one with the same design. Of course 
didn’t tell that part to Toko, but she pieced it together 
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anyway and cooked up facts to tell Wataru himself, like 
that she had been asked to make the same ring as the one 
he loved, and let it slip. 

Iwas really burned when I got told that, but the 
end result was that it cleared up a misunderstanding 
Wataru came to see me on his own two feet. And then we 
exchanged our rings... 

‘So the ring he had given to Wataru prior was his. 
while this one originally belonged to Yuichi. Ironically. 
they had returned to their old owners right around the 
same time. 

Man, oh man... 

Yuichi was filled with mixed feelings as he 
clenched his hand around the ring tightly. It was like 
God was telling them to start over from square one. 

Falling in love, opening up, and deepening one’s 
feelings while compromising bit by bit. 

Then they had exchanged rings as proof that 
their mutual feelings were unwavering. Was this telling 
them to start that process all over again? 

Wataru... What do you think? 

They had parted ways this morning and Watara 
should be back at his house by now. Yuichi called out to 
him in his mind and gave a long sigh. 


“Eh? So you guys didn’t just cancel the lease? 
You completely called off living together?” 
Masaaki spoke in total surprise over the phone. 
While Masanobu was meeting up with Yuichi 
Masaaki had a lot of time on his hands and nothing to de 
with it, so he called Wataru from the airport. When be 
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cold Wataru during the conversation to tell him his new 
address when he moved, Wataru told him that he had 
no such plans for the time being, which made Masaaki 
seem incredibly shocked. 

“That’s a hell of a choice to make. You didn’t get 
in a fight or anything, did you?” 

“Not at all. Kazuki and I discussed what we 
really wanted, and we concluded that there was no need 
io rush. It would have been okay to rush into living 
together in the confusion of the moment, but if I had 
more time, I could save money to handle expenses. That 
way we can do things without pushing ourselves more 
than necessary.” 

“I don’t really follow your logic. If you like each 
other, shouldn’t you be together 24/7?” 

“Well, yeah, but...” 

The simple statement brought an unconscious 
wry smile to Wataru’s face. Masaaki wasright, but Wataru 
had taken it as a good opportunity to consider things 
in a forward-thinking way. Househunting with Yuichi 
and working part-time to pay for moving expenses, all 
of that was fresh and worth doing to Wataru. He looked 
forward to doing everything he had put off during his 
exam studies, all the plans and discussions about their 
new life. 

“It’s hard to explain, but starting something new 
with Kazuki, I want to take everything one step at a 
ime. Enjoying ourselves, sometimes fighting amongst 
ourselves, but always at the pace that suits us.” 

“The pace that suits you guys, huh... Well, it’s 
none of my business. If it makes you two happy, it’s not 
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my place to butt in. It’ll take time for you guys to make 
wedding preparations, huh?” 

“Er, that’s not what I...” 

He gave a rough impression to others, but he 
was worried in his own way, even if he could stand to 
watch his mouth, Wataru thought to himself. Masaaki 
spoke again in an unexpectedly serious tone. 

“... Uh, hey. This is out of the blue, but 


‘What is it?” 

“Well, uh, your sister...” 

“Karin? What about her?” 

Wataru got a bad feeling and played dumb in his 
response. Masaaki had started to sound disinterested, but 
now he spoke more quickly as though bracing himself 
for something. 

“Give her my email address and my phone 
number! She can contact me if she likes!” 

“.. Is that an order?” 

“Ah! No, it’s a favor... Please.” 

“Email and phone number, huh...” 

He had blurted it out in a clumsy way, but it was 
kind of cute. Even so, Wataru was somewhat reluctant 
to introduce his sister to someone that would be living 2 
long distance away. Whatever he thought of Masaaki’s 
overblown brother complex, he was still Masanobu’s 
younger brother and had a nice face, and he was smart 
enough to skip grades and advance into college im 
the U.S. Those were all favorable characteristics for 
a boyfriend, but if they found themselves getting too 
serious, it would cause trouble. 
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If Karin felt that way and told me she was going 
so America when she graduated high school... 

Wataru had endured a lot at the hands of 
Masaaki’s brother complex, but now the tables had 
turned and Wataru was demonstrating a sister complex 
of his own. Wataru made a show of seeming pensive in 
response, and Masaaki pleaded more with him ina teary 
woice. 

“Pm not, like... trying to hit on her right away 
or anything. I guess I just don’t want her to forget about 
me. I’m free right now, so I’m not two-timing either.” 

“Of course not!” 

“Sorry, geez. I just worded that poorly, don’t get 
angry. I’ll tell you something nice in return.” 

“Something nice?” 

Wataru admired his shrewdness in making it a 
conditional exchange. It wasn’t bad for his sister to be 
Sopular, but she had thrown herself fully into studying 
engraving lately, and it was possible that she simply 
wasn’t all that interested in romance. Wataru blithely 
Sgured that he’d like to hear what this nice thing was. 

“What’s this nice thing? It better not be you 
selling me that you’ll be back in two weeks with Asaka. 
Knock it off when you’re going on about how hard it is 
® part.” 

“You’re showing some backbone now, 
considering how dejected you were when Kazuki was 
eut of the country. Well, whatever. Truth is, Shohei 
might come to New York next month.” 

“Shohei? How come?” 

“I only heard bits and pieces of my brother’s 
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side of the conversation, but it sounds like some kind o 
business trip.” 

“T see...” 

There was precedent for Shohei leaving his 
daughter Takako with Yuichi and going on a business 
trip to the U.S. with his wife. It certainly wasn’t unheard 
of. But Wataru had no idea what made that a nice thing 
to tell him. 

“What are you talking about? He’s your nemesis 
of course. Isn’t it prudent to know your enemys’ 
movements?” 

“Enemy... yeah, I guess he might be.” 

“Man, you’re not even into this.” 

“... Guess not. But thanks anyway. As a tokes 
of gratitude, I'll give proactive consideration to the 
Karin issue. You might get contacted when I remember 
so take care.” 

“What do you mean, consideration?!” 

Masaaki sounded indignant, and Wataru laughed 
it off and promptly hung up. He was afraid that if he 
kept chatting any longer he’d give in and ask how Asakz 
and Kazuki were doing. But knowing that wouldn’t helg 
him any, and the best way to avoid trouble was to have 
nothing to do with their relationship. 

For people so smart, they sure are taking « 
while... 

The wall calendar to the side of his desk had 
red circle on the day one week from now. Wataru looked 
at the date and murmured to himself, ““The graduatios 
ceremony, huh...” 

So much has happened, spring isn’t shaping uz 
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the way I expected it to. 


Kazuki... 

If there was one thing casting a tiny shadow 
er all of this? 

It was just their rings not being able to find their 
stination. 

Masanobu was rather surprised at the change in 
zuki’s demeanor after returning the ring to him. 

“Ab, Kazuki? You put me ina bind when you go 
lent so suddenly. If there is some problem...” 

“There sure is. Damn it, what kind of test is 
is? Am I being tested by fate?” 

“Tested...?” 

Masanobu was bewildered as to what Yuichi 
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was talking about as he spat that phrase through his 
But in an anticlimactic move, Yuichi just muttered 
himself coolly. 

“Yeah, that might be it.” 

“I feel like I’ve also been dragged into this. 
for the moment I think I’ve overcome my own issues_ 
next time, I’m sure it*ll be your turn. Or rather, I shi 
say, you and Wataru’s turn.” 

“Mine and Wataru’s...?”” 

Yuichi looked back in surprise at Masan« 
serious gaze. 

“What do you mean by that? Are you sa’ 
Wataru and I still lack something?” 

“I shouldn’t need to point it out. Shouldn’t 
already be aware of it, Kazuki?” 

Masanobu’s words touched a nerve and Yuichs 
fell silent, but Masanobu continued speaking withom= 
holding back. 

“To tell the truth, I expected you to come 
back right away. It’s been almost two weeks now since 
Wataru dumped me. Whatever you had going on, I = 
least expected you to come flying right back as soon 2s 
you heard about it from him. But you didn’t.” : 

“That was...” 

Masanobu had no way of knowing that was 
when his own unfortunate accident had landed him = 
the hospital. Yuichi started to say that, but quickly she 
his mouth. Excuses were poor form, and it wouldn= 
change the fact that he had made Wataru cry. 

“I know, Kazuki. You were injured, right?” 

“Eh?” 
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“The bandages on your left hand are still fresh, 
n’t they?” 


“You were depending on his indulgence at some 
int, weren’t you?” 

Masanobu pointed this out with a smile, and 
ichi couldn’t even think up a good retort. Masanobu 
s right that on some level, Yuichi had underestimated 
© reality of the situation. He would have to bury the 
istake that had caused his dependence on Wataru’s 
julgence, that Wataru would surely wait for him, that 
could get in touch any time he wanted. 

“Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not using that as 
excuse to criticize you. Part of the reason you held 
on returning is with me. Even still... I can’t help but 
ant to know why. I’m sure that my being that way hurt 
fataru even more. So to be perfectly honest with you, 
rm relieved today,” 

“Relieved?” 

““Yes. When I brought up the ring over the phone, 
didn’t you take action right away? It was like you’d been 
waiting for a pretext to fly back. Even if it only made 
a day’s difference, you still insisted on getting back 
as soon as possible rather than waiting in New York. 
learing that put me at ease.” 

You've got no reason to be at ease, Yuichi 
ought to himself, but he had stopped the childish 
torts. He was the one that had made the mistake, and 
Masanobu wasn’t exactly criticizing him. 

Changing... huh. 

Yuichi took a deep breath and looked around at 
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their surroundings at length. 
A boarding announcement, unhurried people 
going to and fro. As he felt the old, familiar atmospher= 
of energy in a space where time flowed at a dizzyime 
pace, he remembered the day he had flown from here = 
New York, as if it was an illusion. 
I left Wataru and left the country to go && 
myself... Being away from everyday life might have 
made me realize that at some point I’d come to a stop— 
Wataru was probably the same. His exams w 
done with, and there was no doubt that his field of visio= 
had broadened. 
The question was, what kind of fortune woul 
that bring them? 
“Say, Asaka. I really don’t want to discuss this 
with you, but...” 
“Yes?” 
“I love Wataru. I realized that all over agam= 
when I was separated from him.” 


This was nota declaration of hostility like be! 
It was a statement of his feelings as they were with a 
bluffing and posturing removed. That touched a nerve i= 
Masanobu more strongly than expected, and for the first 
time he got a pained twinge in his eyes. 

“Pm not sure why you’re telling me this...” 

“What’s with that face? Didn’t you come here t= 
tell me all that other stuff? This is the last we’ll see 
each other, so let me say my piece. I love Wataru, and 
wanted to have him to myself as quickly as I could, eves 
a day sooner.” 
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“... Yes, yes, I get that. And?” 

“But it wasn’t that easy in reality with all the 
ings pressing down on us like you and our own trials, 
y brother being the worst. All we could rely on were 
r own feelings of love and trust. But we’re not made 
be able to turn every problem into something more 
sitive.” 

“Kazuki...” 

Yuichi wasn’t talking with any expectation of 
tting agreement. He continued to speak on his own 
initiative. He heard a half-disgusted sigh next to him 
and chose to ignore it. If he didn’t put his feelings to 
‘ords here, he felt that he would always harbor ill will 
toward Masanobu. 

“I think that both Wataru and I started holding 
Sack and restraining ourselves more and more. To tell 
e truth, when you kissed Wataru in that post office 
der pending renovation, I wanted to run up and punch 
uu. When my brother said he would turn against us. 
didn’t declare direct hostility toward him. I tiptoed 
ound the issue and avoided it. Wataru was doing the 
same. I don’t think he really wanted to let me go to New 


“But... Neither of you ever chose any of those 


ae 
Yuichi nodded firmly to Masanobu’s words and 
Gifted his gaze confidently. 

“I was always looking beyond. If Wataru and 
fare going to share our future, I can’t run from the 
eroblems right before me. I came to believe I should 
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consider what I could do for us instead of giving in t 
temporary emotions. I was sure that wasn’t wrong.” 

“But by the time you noticed,' your foundatios 
was shaking?” 

“Exactly. By pushing myself so much and 
looking only at what lay beyond, I was putting the cam 
before the horse. Reasoning and eloquence alone can’ 
keep a romance alive. I felt that for myself just now.” 

“You were one step ahead of me because you 
learned that back when you lost your lover. That was 
why you told us from the get-go that our love was tee 
unstable and did all sorts of meddling. At the time I 
found it irritating, but now I can finally be grateful fa 
itz? 

“Grateful, huh...” 

Masanobu responded with an exaggerated sist 
of exasperation. It was understandable. Getting a show 
of gratitude from his rival was akin to pulling the res 
right out from under him. As Masanobu gave him 4 
resentful look that made it apparent he found this to Be 
the worst form of revenge, Yuichi came to the unexpected 
realization that he had his opponent cornered. 

“I guess I caught Wataru’s airheadedness.” 

““Now look, Kazuki. This is no time to talk that 
carelessly.” 

Masanobu promptly launched into 4 
counterattack, unamused. 

“Assuming what you said is true, the red 
problem will be what comes next. After all, whateva 
else the case may be, you won’t have clearly visible 
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enemies like myself and Shohei. For all that you love 
your partner, the stresses you’ve built up will cause 
misunderstandings. Won’t that create even more tangled 
Situations than just sour feelings?” 

“Even so, I won’t give up on Wataru,” Yuichi 
responded assertively and placed the ring back in its 
envelope. He decided in his mind that the next time he 
sould remove this ring would be to put it directly back 
en Wataru’s finger. Surely Wataru had the same thing in 
sind for the ring Yuichi had entrusted to him. 

“I’m not the man I was before. I won’t give up 
sefore we find our answer. My desire to live together 
with Wataru won't change. So... Asaka” 

“Eh?” 

“Sorry, but after this I won’t allow you to lay a 
Sager on Wataru.” 

Wataru looked straight at Masanobu with an 
=vincible gaze that seemed to go right through him. 

“I never wanted to admit it before now, but we 
i resemble each other. So I know you’re not the kind 
s= guy who gives up easily. But no matter how you keep 
=eling about him, as long as I am at Wataru’s side, I 
~on’t let anyone else have him.” 

“You... look serious.” 

“Because shallow cleverness doesn’t get me 
=ywhere with you.” 

Yuichi’s expression grew abruptly calm, and 
= slowly rose to his feet. He stuck the envelope in his 
acket and smiled brazenly down at Masanobu. 

“It’s getting close to time. Go on, get going.” 
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“Of course, I don’t need you telling me that. Pwe 
got no regrets now, anyway.” 

Masanobu rose quickly to his own feet and 
narrowed his eyes in an undaunted glare back = 
Yuichi. His finely sculpted features showed faint sigms 
of fighting spirit for the first time. Having manages 
to avoid a confrontation, he looked like a completely 
different person. 

“I suppose Shohei was wrong, just this once” 

“About what?” 

“T was just thinking that even a man that smam 
can make naive judgments when it comes to his youngs= 
brother. Or maybe you’re growing up so fast that you've 
outpaced his judgments.” 

“Huh?” 

He had no idea what Masanobu was talking 
about, but just hearing Shohei’s name come up was 
enough to make Yuichi’s brows crease instinctivels 
Seeing this, Masanobu gave him a pointed silence = 
response before speaking up again. 

“Kazuki, you’re as clever as ever.” 

“And you’re a fool. You’ve stirred me up this 
time. As you said, I have a hard time giving up. And = 
wouldn’t be fun to hang my head in defeat, would it?” 

Masanobu picked up his satchel in his right hang) 
and tossed Yuichi a dazzlingly graceful smile. 

“You'd best not forget that I’ll keep caring for 
Wataru. After all, I’m a hero of justice when it comes 
to him. If anything happens to him, I’ll be there to save 
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im even if it means shoving you aside to do it.” 

SV OUEE a 

“Even to the ends of the earth.” 

With that final poisoned parting shot, Masanobu 
ned his back to Yuichi and walked off toward the 
ternational departure gate. 


“Welcome.” 

He stepped into the high-ceilinged restaurant 
interior and heard light voices all around. The open cafe 
s in an alley off a main road lined with brand-name 
shops, and it had opened all of its closed terrace seating 
®m conjunction with the season having grown pleasant. 

“Hey, Wataru. This is a special occasion. Let’s 
go to the terrace.” 

“Isn’t it still cold, though? Whatever the weather 
4, it’s still March.” 

“Good young men shouldn’t complain about 
little things. C’mon.” 

The cheerful Kawamura nudged him from 
behind, and Wataru grudgingly picked out the table 
elosest to the store side in the terrace seating. Yuichi 
worked part-time at this cafe and they came here 
frequently, but they had always been shown to seating 
sway in the back of the restaurant, so this was their first 
time having tea outside the store that seemed to hide 
something. 

“Have you decided on your order?” 

They took a seat, and a waiter came to take their 
erder in a calm and composed voice. When he did, the 
female customers at surrounding tables looked their way 
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as one. And that wasn’t just from one direction, but from 
all over the cafe. Wataru scrunched up his face and hia 
behind a menu, ordering a cafe au lait in a sullen tone. 

“Cafe au lait again? You must have a one-track 
mind.” 

“Shut up. Are you even allowed to talk te 
customers that way?” 

“Heh. Sounds like you’ve gotten a bad attitude 
of your own.” 

Yuichi stopped writing on the order slip and 
smirked down at him. Wataru faltered at that, and 
Kawamura raised his right hand in surrender to smooth 
things over. 

“Okay, okay! I’ll have a mocha cappuccino! 
With extra cream and powdered cinnamon!” 

“This isn’t a Seattle-style coffeehouse, you 
know.” 

“Fine, then whatever’s close to that!” 

“... Very good, sir.” 

Wataru admired how good Kawamura had 
gotten at rolling with the punches. Before, if Yuichi gave 
him so much as a cold glare, he’d hang his head like = 
lost puppy. He was acting powerful today, and there was 
a reason for it. 

“Heh heh. After this, I’m going out ona date with 
Mitsuki. I don’t think it’d be exaggerating to say we're 
going out now. I mean, this is our third date, right?” 

“They say the third time is the crossroads 
though.” 

“Bh?” 

“K-Kazuki!” 
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As if in payback for earlier, Yuichi muttered 
this ominous prediction from behind Kawamura as he 
walked up with the cappuccino and cafe au lait in each 
band. Kawamura abruptly turned anxious and Wataru 
Gastened to smooth it over. Yuichi watched this while 
Biting back a smile. He had a much softer expression 
than back when they had first met and he would tease 
Wataru with sarcastic or cynical comments. 

“It’s okay, this one’s my treat. Keep at it, 
Kawamura. Naruse’s pretty strong-hearted, you know.” 

“TY... I concur. 

Vouleqeitine sours clibertshuoutcesyouse 
doing that already, would you mind inviting some 
people from the same college? This year I want to work 
©n some projects on a slightly larger scale, but I don’t 
have the manpower for it.” 

“I... Pll do my best.” Kawamura nodded eagerly, 
seemingly afraid that if he said the wrong thing his love 
would be shattered. The feeling of tension between his 
Best friend and his lover made Wataru tired. 

Man, and this is even after Yuichi started saying 
kis name right. Still... It’s so peaceful now, like none of 
wry worries were real. 

Yesterday, Masanobu had departed for New 


York. 
Wataru hadn’t asked what kind of talk Yuichi 
ad had with him at Narita. Yuichi had called him up 
after seeing Masanobu off and invited him out to dinner 
‘once he got back. 
“I’m really well-rested, so I got right back to 
work. If you’re free, come by and hang out.” 
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When Wataru asked if his injured left han 
was okay, the response he’d gotten was that Yuict 
was keeping his work within a reasonable scope at th 
storefront, so to come on by. It seemed: that the stor 
figured he’d be good at drawing customers with hi 
looks. 

“Welcome back, Kazuki.” 

“P’m home.” 

Wataru had met him at the closest station on hi 
way back. Grocery shopping together with him and jus 
being able to have a perfectly normal conversation gaw 
Wataru an incomparable sense of happiness. It reall 
was just like before. Strong feelings filled Wataru’ 
heart, eagerness that he could spend as much time as bi 
wanted with Yuichi without having to worry about tim: 
grades, assignments or rankings. 

When they’d first gone out, his partner hat 
been a cram student, and the following year he ha 
exam cramming of his own. Now that they were fas 
approaching the two year mark, they could finally & 
together with nothing holding them down. He wanted % 
treasure this time, and he felt like they could start witt 
a new beginning. 

“Where’s your friend? He ran off for his dats 
already?” 

“Ages ago. He chugged that cappuccino like 4 
was a beer and made a huge fuss when he scalded his 
tongue. I hope he’ll be okay being that out of it.” 

Yuichi had removed his apron, perhaps because 
he was on break, and he brought a coffee for himself iz 
his right hand. Despite the customers casting amorous 
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glances at him to the point of it becoming commonplace, 
Se man himself was the very picture of calm. 

“Kazuki, say, uh...” 

“The ring, right?” 

“\.. Yeah.” 

Of course Yuichi also knew. Yesterday they’d 
sed a hard time bringing up the subject, and they hadn’t 
Sscussed the rings openly. Yuichi’s ring was still 
serusted with Wataru and Wataru could give it back 
=eny time, but he simply couldn’t bring himself to do 
fot. 


“Come to think of it, it’s a strange connection.” 
=ichi brought it up in a surprisingly calm tone. “At first, 
Picked up the ring you dropped. That’s where it all 
ESan.” 

“Yeah. You left it on my desk quietly. When I 
sand it, I was really happy.” 

“If I'd returned it to you directly back then, I 
=eht not be sitting here drinking tea with you today. 
Staru, you don’t smile much in first meetings, do 
a?” 

“That’s not true.” 

After a smiling denial, Wataru glanced 
=reptitiously around himself. Yuichi leaned forward 
3 asked what was up in response to his odd behavior, 
is their eyes met at a close distance. Wataru tipped his 
Ss toward Yuichi’s ear and softly confessed to him in a 
=ered voice. 

“I probably fell for you on the first day:” 

“H... Hey, now...” 

Yuichi’s cheeks reddened at that moment. His 
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complexion would never change even when approached 
by a beautiful woman, but that one comically delivered 
line had gotten to him. Wataru found himself surprised 
by the unexpected effectiveness of his lightly spoken 
words. 

“... Yeesh, there’s a time and a place, you 
know.” 

With damaged pride, Yuichi shot Wataru an 
annoyed glance and looked off to the side. Wataru 
apologized while laughing and Yuichi mostly calmed 
down, but when he spoke again, he still had a little 
smoldering flame in his eyes. 

“You mind if I hold onto the ring for a little 
while?” 

Wataru had expected this, but it was so 
completely expected that he forgot to answer and just 
stared. 

He had been thinking that Yuichi was sure to 
say that. 

And that then he himself would nod to 

“A lot has happened. I’ve reflected on things 
had new realizations, remembered all over again how 
much I love you.. So many chemical changes are taking 
place, right here.” 

Yuichi pointed to his chest with his right 
forefinger and spoke in a sincere tone. 

“T came to a realization with all this. That ’'me 
fragile human being. But I don’t want to be. I don’t want 
to become the kind of man who acts stubborn and fakes 
being tough and narrows his world to you alone. The 
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same goes for these rings and their memories. I want to 
love you without it being tied to them.” 

“Kazuki...” 

“So I'd like you to wait just a little while.” 

“... Okay.” 

Wataru felt just the same. Even if he got it back 
at this point, he most likely wouldn’t be able to bring 
himself to put it on. That was how earnest he was about 
it. 

“Does that bother you?” 

“Not at all. My feelings won’t change with or 
without the rings.” 

It was only natural, but putting it to words made 
it echo seriously within his heart. Yuichi smiled broadly 
and spoke as though he was giving away a valuable 
secret. 

“TI love you, Wataru.” 

“Yeah... Me too...” 

Their direct feelings gave off a pleasant 
atmosphere. 

Even if the paths they walked were different, 
Wataru wanted to look in the same direction Yuichi did. 

In that direction lay an eternity for them. The 
unchanging feelings Shohei asked him to show. 

“T love you, Kazuki.” Wataru whispered once 
more to the left hand wrapped in bandages. 

After that, his own left ring finger would also go 
bare, not relying on anything. 


Wataru finished a part-time job interview and 
hastened down the road toward home. This was the 
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fifth day since Yuichi had returned and they’d mad 
arrangements to meet to have dinner tonight, so Watar 
would be heading out again as soon as he change 
clothes. They had postponed moving in together, an 
there was also the relaxation from free enrollment an 
spring break. Ever since their reunion, they had bee 
meeting up at least once a day. 

... Even so, he is pretty busy with his job and th 
club. 

Perhaps because Masanobu’s transfer abroa 
had left the club with a sense of impending crisis, th 
club members were suddenly incredibly motivate 
They had asked Shohei and gotten an increasing numb: 
of odd jobs and minor tasks. 

Kazuki became one of the core members prett 
much as soon as he got back. He says things like, “I 
beat!” but keeps going with a ton of energy. I neve 
would have pictured it at this time last year. 

Yuichi had led a spectacular high school life wit 
grades among the top class in domestic mock exams an 
fine motor reflexes that let him serve as a pinch hittera 
every school sports team, but he had never taken up 
position on the student council. He would have been 
sure pick if he’d taken up candidacy, but he’d always ha 
the disposition of a lone wolf and didn’t much care 
being lumped in with others or herded around. 

Yeah, even his participation in the renovatia 
club started out as a temporary part-time job to pay fa 
a trip to Okinawa. I was studying for exams and couldn 
handle it myself, and that put all kinds of pressure e 
Kazuki. 
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But things would be different now. Wataru 
would also work hard at a job, and next time he would be 
the one to invite Yuichi on a vacation. Besides, he also 
intended to start saving money for the day he dreamed 
of when they would live together. 

“I’m home. Karin, you around?” 

“Listen, sorry, but I’m fine enough on my own! 
rm busy!” 

As Wataru opened the entryway door, an angry 
voice suddenly rang out. Wataru blinked in confusion, 
then saw Karin talking on and on harshly into her cell 
shone. She must have just gotten back from school 
because she hadn’t changed out of her uniform. She kept 
pacing in circles like a stray dog, giving repeated curt 
‘esponses to the person on the other end of the line as 
hough they were being overly persistent. Wataru must 
save finally entered her field of vision, because she 
~ordlessly thrust the cell phone in his direction. 

“Here!” 

““Wh-what?” 

“It was you, wasn’t it? You gave him my cell 
shone number! Take responsibility!” 

“Ah, Masaaki, huh?” 

It had totally slipped Wataru’s mind that he had 
eluctantly given it out until she brought it up. But Karin’s 
most recent meeting with Masaaki had apparently left 
t with an extremely poor impression. and she angrily 
sormed off into the living room. 

“Eh? Hey, am I getting through? Hello? 
felloo00?”” 

“If you mean Karin, she’s gone.” 
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“... Aw man, are you an evil spirit o 
something?” 

“I told you to stop using that phrase!” 

Man, why do people around me always make 
up things to call me? Wataru grumbled in irritatiox 
and found himself heaving a deep sigh, surprising 
crestfallen. 

“T, uh, think your little sister really hates me 
man.” 

“What were you expecting? She’s mad at you 
for being so rude.” 

“Does she have a brother complex or something! 
Do normal people get that mad?” 


You've got no room to talk, Wataru started 
say, but barely managed to swallow it with a wry smik 
Claiming Karin’s heart would take a considerable amous 
of time and energy. Even without that issue, most of he 
free time was spent on studying her dream, engraving. 

Didn't she say that one day when she got good 
at it, she’d make Kazuki and I new rings? 

His ring finger was still bare, and the ring be 
had been entrusted with was still sitting on his dest 
Yuichi for his part hadn’t yet removed his bandages. ss 
he certainly wasn’t putting on any rings, and what he Gaz 
with the ring Masanobu had returned to him remaines 
unclear. 

“Wataru? Are you listening?” 

“Huh?” 

Wataru hastily snapped out of it with the sui 
interruption of his refiections. 
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“Sorry, what were we talking about again?” 
“What I was saying was, Shohei’s coming here 
t week. His schedule got moved up, apparently.” 
“Oh yeah, he was talking about setting out or 
thing. So, are you worried that he might persuade 
a? Don’t worry, he doesn’t bend his will that 
ily.” 


“Nah, I’m not worried about that anymore. I 
led things in my own way.” 

Wataru was a little surprised to hear Masaaki 
iss the question so readily. Up until now, Masaaki 
constantly gotten carried away and badmouthed 
hei eagerly. Wataru started to suspect what might 
behind this, then Masaaki followed up with a voice 
ied with confidence. 

“After all, somebody loves me. What a great 
ing words are. Just one line and the whole world 
nges.” 

“Wh... What are you talking about?” 

“The fact that you don’t need to worry about my 
Grother anymore.” 

“Eh...?” 


“I figured it out. I don’t have to make a scene 
nd people. He’s the type that can seize happiness for 
elf. Before he left Japan, he said to me, “You're my 
er, so I’ll tell you this,’ and he told me the secret of 
time. I’m someone my brother holds in high esteem. 


I realized that, I stopped getting worked up about 
and Shohei both.” 


With his bragging, Wataru could practically see 
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Masaaki’s boasting expression over the phone. He 
no idea what the secret of a lifetime would be, but # 
must have been something that moved Masaaki dee} 
Wataru let out a breath of relief, glad for him, anda s! 
unknowingly crept up on his face. 

“So, when Shohei flies back, he’1l be flying 
my brother, and I was figuring why not join ‘em for 
ride? That way we could go back to New York toge 
again.” 

“Huh? Didn’t you just get back?” 

Wataru’s admiration was fleeting, and his vo’ 
did a 180 without realizing it, unable to believe his e; 

“Don’t tell me that’s what Karin was an; 
about...” 

“Man, I ask her if she’ll go out with me w! 
I come back and she goes all, ‘I’m fine enough on 
own’! Geez.” 

“That explains it.” 

It was mean to Masaaki, but Wataru felt 
powerful urge to laugh. Masaaki wasn’t likely to 
discouraged. He’d show up at the house to visit 
approach Karin regardless of her anger. The rest 
hinged on whose patience would run out first. 
would be the crossroads of fate. 

“Man, you suck. What’s with the snickering?_ 

“Sorry,” Wataru apologized to the sul 
Masaaki while trying desperately to bite back 

laughter. 


When Wataru got off the phone and pee! 
into the living room to return it, he didn’t see Karin. 
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Iked up to the second floor to see if she’d gone to her 
m, and she was waiting for him on the second floor 
her arms folded. 

“... Don’t be so mad. Masaaki’s got his good 
ints.”” 

“Hey, aren’t you the one he humiliated? Besides, 

busy. I don’t have any time for a long-distance 
tionship. I’m in my third year and I’ve got exams 
ing up, too.” 
“Oh? You aren’t going to an affiliated 


“That’s right”? She followed Wataru into his 
m and sat on his bed like she owned it. She went 
a private girls’ high school known as a “rich girls” 
ool, and Wataru had figured that she would progress 
college automatically in a private school “Escalator” 
tem. 

“[1l tell this especially to you, Wataru. I want to 
to an arts college.” 

“A-An arts college? Is this because of the 
aving?” 

“Yes. I’m getting advice from Toko right now. 
when it comes time to persuade Mom and Dad, 
e sure to back me up, okay? I’ll probably have to go 
ugh prep school or something too.” 

“Ahh... Sure, I’ll cheer you on, so do your 

Wataru firmly accepted, and Karin shrugged 
shoulders as if embarrassed. Wataru had thought 
was strongly into engraving before, but it had gone 
ond a simple hobby into a purpose in life. Wataru 
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was as happy for her as though it was him. 
Kazuki and Asaka are into architecture, an@ 
Karin’s into engraving, huh... Everyone's finding them 
future goals. 
So what would he do? 
Wataru looked back at himself and considered = 
He had cleared the goal right in front of him, his exams 
but that was nothing more than the first step toward his 
future. He couldn’t distinctly make out the scene that he 
should be seeing beyond that. It was as though it was 
clouded. 
‘It'd be pathetic if I fell behind my little sister 
I’ve got even more I need to think over. 

As he continued to reflect to himself, Karta 
interjected her voice. 

“Say Wataru, do you remember? The promise # 
made to make you and Kazuki matching rings?” 

“Of course I do, though I’m not in any rush.” 

“But you haven’t worn your current ring = 
ages.” 

ba cit 

“You don’t seem to have gotten in any fights, 
why? Are you tired of it? Or did your tastes change? 
guess Kazuki’s not wearing his either?” 

‘Women were truly perceptive. She saw wh 
there was something to see. Wataru got barraged wi 
rapid questions as he tried to consider an appropri 
response, and he finally gave a long, defeated sigh. 

“Looks like I stepped on a land mine,” K: 
said shyly and offered an encouraging smile. “Well, # 
okay to give the rings a little break too, I guess.” 
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“A break?” 

“I don’t know why you’re not wearing them, but 
ems are tied to people’s hearts. Especially accessories 
shat you literally wear. Maybe at some point they stop 
serving a purpose? I help out at Toko’s shop every now 
end then, and I see all kinds of customers that make me 
shink that.” 

“When you feel like you’ve grown too dependent, 
='s important to separate a little and cool off. Remember, 
ou don’t love him because you have the ring. You wear 
the ring because you love him.” 

Karin’s simple statement was like a splash of 
ater to Wataru’s face that made him freeze in place. 
©ountless ripples shook his heart as though from a 
pebble splashing into a surface of water. 

Yeah... She’s right. That's why Kazuki said to 
wait for him. 

Wataru had been appalled when the ring was 
==turned to him, and he had fallen into an anxiety like it 
ould be the end of the world, but the truth was that that 
Ged been for infuriatingly simple and egotistical reasons. 
& had simply been because there were differences in 
ec mutual feelings and interpretations they projected 
ato their rings. He couldn’t deny that the situation and 
ming had been incredibly poor, but Wataru had been 
eeply wounded when there had been no need for him to 
Ge wounded at all. 

Yuichi must have refiected on that and felt a 
sense of urgency. They should have learned once before 
Get to worry about forms, but they both grew anxious 
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while apart and came to depend more strongly on the 
respective rings. Yuichi wanted time to reset that. 

I knew that somewhere inside. That's why 
nodded so readily. 

When Yuichi had asked him in the cafe whe 
he worked part-time if he could keep the ring for a litt 
while, it had felt like part of a perfectly natural flow. Th 
was what let Wataru accede without hesitation and lot 
forward to the day when they could wear them aga 
Whether that day came tomorrow or ten years down tf 
road, as long as Yuichi was at his side an invisible bor 
would tie their ring fingers, and those feelings wou 
never slumber. 

“Eww. Don’t grin to yourself like that, i 
gross.” 

“H-Hey, is that any way to address yo 
brother?” 

“Aww. I’d been considering moving into yo 
room once you moved out. It’s sunnier and bigger th: 
my room. Tch.” 

“<.. Well, excuse me.” 

Whatever the reasons were, postponing the 
living together and removing their rings might ha 
made it look to outsiders like things weren’t going we 
between him and Yuichi. But Wataru was very gratef 
for Karin’s sense of distance, neither avoiding him a 
stepping in too seriously. 

“Oh, right. I won’t need dinner tonight. 1% 
meeting up with Kazuki.” 

“Lhet yau’ll he sgending, the night after t 

anyway. It must be so nice being lovebirds! Maybe 
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sould reconsider too. He had a decent face, and he was 
tty tall and cool-looking. ..” 

“Hey, Karin!” 

Wataru asked in consternation if she was 
rious. Karin got a playful look and laughed as she said, 
fouldn’t you like to know!” 


“You really have a sister complex, you know.” 

Those were the first exasperated words out of 
fchi’s mouth. Wataru gave him a sulking glare as he 
affed his face with Jibuni-style chicken that Yuichi had 
ade. But his expression hardly lasted a few seconds 
fore being melted away by the delicious flavor of the 
-at melting in his mouth. 

“This is fantastic. Kazuki, you really can do 
ything, huh? You’ve gotten way better at cooking 
ce you started living alone. How can you replicate a 
al so well just from seeing a recipe?” 

“... It'd be way harder to make something 
ferent.”” 

“Oh yeah? Well, my bamboo shoot miso soup is 
ety good too. I learned that from Karin.” 

“Yeah, it’s really good for something you make 
mixing store-bought boiled bamboo, dashi, and miso 
jot water.” 

““You’re mean...” 

Wataru pouted once more at the friendly teasing. 
was disappointed that the first impression Yuichi had 
en from hearing about Masaaki calling Karin this 
mnaan and Watane talking sia his was Thay aaron 
2 sister complex. 
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“Still, ’m impressed with Karin, having such 
clearly defined goal. When I was in my second year a 
high school, I couldn’t come up with anything I wantes 
to do in the future.” 

“Yeah? You had that problem too, Kazuki? I's 
kind of surprised.” 

“I told you before, my brother has an intensi 
presence. I felt like if I couldn’t surpass him, any jot 
was as good as another. That said, I couldn’t live my lif 
imitating him.” 

“Kazuki...” 

Wataru found himself at a loss for what to sj 
while listening to him. 

Yuichi, having thought that way, had a sams 
sex lover and now led a unique life that wasn’t likely & 
cause trouble for Shohei or others. He had overcome h® 
complex toward his brother and even decided to work # 
a field similar to Shohei’s. 

Meanwhile, Shohei lived a carefree life but nos 
he’d settled down with a wife and kids. 

Perhaps to Shohei, the biggest adventure a 
all was a normal life. Come to think of it, Wataru hai 
heard that the one who had gotten him to embark a 
that adventure, his beloved wife Kirie, had an erodins 
physical condition, but had there been any particuls 
abnormalities? 

“From Sis? Not that I’ve heard.” 

“Yeah? Well, if you haven’t heard anything. 
guess she must be doing okay.” 

Shohei had said he hadn’t told anyone else, aa 
indeed, Yuichi knew nothing about it. But surely if: 
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lative was sick, they’d at least get in touch? 

“I am a little worried, though. I’ll give him a 
all sometime tomorrow. I should pay my respects to 
skako too. Can you come with me when I go? She gets 
snoxious when you don’t come.” 

“Sure, but I interviewed for a part-time job 
day, so I won’t be able to do that indefinitely.” 

“A part-time job? Where?” 

“The video rental store near M-U. It’s easy to 
# to, and I’d be working with Kawamura.” 

“You guys want to stay joined at the hip even 
nen you go to different colleges, huh?” 

Yuichi sipped his miso soup with a flat expression. 
ere Was no great bond holding Wataru and Kawamura 
gether, but Yuichi still didn’t seem to care for it much. 
en without that part, as Mitsuki had teased him about 
> other day, whenever anyone at the renovation club 
t a little too friendly he would give them a cold glare 
displeasure, so Wataru couldn’t even go to calm work 
es to hang out. He was expecting things to get better 
thout Masanobu around, but so far it seemed more or 
s the same. 

“Oh, yeah. Kazuki, two days after tomorrow is 
- graduation ceremony. You remember, right?” 

After finishing cleanup from dinner and 
rowing the shower, Wataru returned to the living 
2m and pointed to the desktop calendar. 

“Of course,” Yuichi responded firmly as he 
aded over Wataru’s freshly cleaned pajamas after 
ng already changed clothes himself. 

“I’ve reserved that day off with my job and 
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the club. I should ask you, are you okay ignoring you 
friends and parents? High school graduations are a one 
in a lifetime thing.” 

“That's all the more reason.” 

“Eh?” 

“If it’s once in a lifetime, I want to & 
congratulated by you,” Wataru responded in the mids 
of pulling off his shirt. 

*“You’re so awfully direct sometimes,” Yuic& 
replied in admiration. They had arrangements to mes 
up after the graduation ceremony if it went off withos 
a hitch, but Wataru had left what they’d do after thats 
to Yuichi, so Wataru would have no idea what kinds 
celebrations were coming until the day of graduation. 

“Still, going out of your way to remind ms 
Don’t you trust me?” 

“Th-That’s not it. I’m looking forward to whe 
you have planned. You just seem pretty busy, so I thous 
it was worth asking just in case.” 

“Don’t worry. VIl give you a prop 
celebration.” 

““You’d better,” Wataru replied cheerfully wit®} 
wry smile and a thought that he didn’t have to say its 
highhandedly. 

Kinda reminds me of last year’s graduates 
ceremony... 

Their positions had been reversed, but he Ba 
gotten to spend spring together with Yuichi that w= 
again. That just simply made him happy. And this y= 
they had promised not to hold anything back anymor= 

“Kazuki... Why...?” 
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Last year, Wataru had been a student sad over 
parting with Yuichi, and he had feared going into a 
Senic. He secretly slipped out of school and left without 
= word. After all, if he had been there, Yuichi would 
Gave given him his attention, and he wouldn’t have been 
able to speak at length with his teachers or classmates. 
He consoled himself with the thought that he would at 
feast let the others have him a little at the end of their 
sme together, as he walked back. 

Then, around the curve of a road with cherry 
Slossoms in early bloom awaited Yuichi. 

“That really threw me fora loop. I thought I was 
sceing things.” 

“Don’t you have any appreciation for romantic 
micas?” 

Yuichi grabbed Wataru’s wrist in exasperation 
aad pulled him lightly in toward himself. He was sitting 
== the bed, and Wataru fell into his lap while still only 
s2if-changed. 

“Whoa, watch it. I’m still changing...” 

“You'll take it off anyway, what’s the 
istference?” 

“Now, look...” 

What kind of dirty old man are you, Wataru 
=arted to say, but he couldn’t even form the words in the 
Sce of Yuichi’s graceful and sharp good looks. When 
Se term “elder” got brought up, it brought Shohei to 
mind since he was already a father, and Wataru was all 
=e glad to silently snub the elder brother in favor of the 
ssunger. 

“What’s with the discontented look?” Yuichi 
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looked down on him with an arrogant smile. 

“You think I’d be happy?” Wataru spat back 
the face he never grew tired of looking at. “For one thi 
if you’re going to prepare pajamas for me, you could 
least bring them to the dressing room.” 

“Don’t be so spoiled. You think you're a pri 
now?” 

“You could just say to spend the night.” 

“Cut it out with the little gripes.” | 

When Wataru glared back with a comment that 
he would make a great tyrant himself, Yuichi finally 
lost patience and his lips descended. He melted away 
Wataru’s complaints in an especially sweet kiss, = 
though trying to cut short the clumsy conversation. 

Graduation in three days... huh... 

Let me press you down, Wataru murmured 
urgently as he embraced both hands around Yuichrs 
back. 

No matter how many seasons passed, from this 
point forward they would never spend spring like tha 
again. This year’s spring would be the last they coulg 
spend in the place where they met and fell in love. 

“Remember, you don’t love him because you 
have the ring. You wear the ring because you love him! 

Just before those beloved fingers threw him ints 
disarray, Karin’s words abruptly passed through the 
back of Wataru’s mind. 


“Something’s out of whack, man.” 
Kawamura looked squeamishly at the chickes 
sandwich in his hand as he sat at the hamburger join 


The Finger Never Sleeps 163 


where they had met up. Wataru had come directly from 
@eichi’s rental house, and as he set down his soft drink, 
ze gave Kawamura a suspicious look with an impatient 
=<pression. 
| “Hurry up and ask your question.” 
: “What the heck, Wataru? Don’t you want to hear 
Ge rest?” 

“Come on. When you try to dance around the 
sabject like that, it’s pretty much always something.” 

“You sure you want to throw that stone? You’ve 
sot Yuichi Kazuki to hide, don’t you?” 

“T’m not hiding him.” 

“Quiet, you.” 

‘With that lame retort, Kawamura started in on 
Ss chicken sandwich. As Wataru thought to himself that 
=aybe Kawamura should be the one to talk, Kawamura’s 
sell phone suddenly rang. 

Hmm, must be Mitsuki. Looks like things are 
ssing smoothly for them. 

Wataru watched Kawamura gleefully answer 
Se phone with envy, then his gaze shifted quietly to the 
adewalk. Starting this spring he was finally going to 
S=come a formal member of the renovation club, and he 
semed pretty excited about it. 

According to Kazuki, even with Asaka gone 
Seey’re doing a lot. 

He heard from Yuichi about the club from 
Sme to time, and it sounded like Masanobu had left a 
considerable gap to fill. If Yuichi was recognizing that 
2 readily, the reality must have been even worse. 

“Sorry, Wataru. We were in the middle of 
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talking, weren’t we?” 

“It’s fine, we can talk anytime. You've finally 
gotten a girlfriend, right?” 

«You can leave out the ‘finally’ part. geez! Wel 
honestly, it’s closer to something that’s more than friends” 
and less than lovers. I think we’re getting a good mood: 
building, though. One more thing to apologize for, ve 
got to go soon.” 

“What is it, a date? What happened to manly 
friendship, man?” 

When Wataru mixed in a joke as a friendly 
ribbing, Kawamura’s expression suddenly grew serious 
Wataru was taken aback and curious as to what it couls 
be. 

“The truth is...” 

With that lead-in, Kawamura gave Wataru & 
rundown of the “emergency situation” that Wataru had 
just now heard about. 

“Shohei has given us a referral for work on4 
private residence. The foundation work was finishet 
professionally as usual. The interior design and thi 
finishing touches and the display... Everyone’s workin 

as assistants to the craftsmen, doing minor tasks % 
those things based on the design contracted throug 
Shohei’s office.” 

“Yeah, I know about that. I heard about it frat 
Kazuki. What was it? Some calligrapher wanting to & 
it for a studio? And being really finicky in their reques 
and asking for all kinds of little details in their order? 

“You got it...” 

awarmura gave a sigh with a pained expressi 


Ane ringer inever siceps id 


m his face. That right there made him a full member 
€ the club. Kawamura was ever so slightly chagrined 
hat at first Wataru had frequented the club more often, 
mut that at some point Kawamura had been stuck in the 
ead. 

“Well? Was there a problem at the work site?” 

“Yeah. I just got a call from Mitsuki. Apparently 

he work they were scheduled to bring in hasn’t come 
sack yet. The schedule’s supposed to have them hanging 
Gings tonight, then have the client check it all out 
emorrow.” 
4 “Hasn’t come back?” Wataru parroted back, 
sondering what that meant. Kawamura was for his 
sert also hesitant to say whether it was that dire of a 
Stuation. But when Wataru waited patiently for an 
=sswer, Kawamura instead lowered his voice a level and 
sentinued on. 

“You’re kind of related, so what the hey. The 
==th is, the framer that the client prefers is in Kyoto, 
sed the client’s work got sent there to get framed. Those 
ere scheduled to be returned from there today, but we 
even’t been able to get in touch with the club member 
= charge of transport.” 

“So they’re missing, and they still have the 

9” 
“Yeah.” 
If by some chance a club member damaged 
lost the work, all future activities would be thrown 
peril. That was why it was an emergency situation, 
vamura said with a clouded expression. The 
igrapher was an up and coming one in the scene that 
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had started to enjoy a lot of attention, and this studs 
was already scheduled to host a reception party. Tix 
invitations already mentioned the work that was meas 
to arrive today, so it would be a letdown if it wasn’t ca 
the wall at the reception. 

“But why would something this valuable Be 
getting transported by club members anyway?” 

““You can say that, but it still beats jewelry a 
cash, right? Shohei’s office is short-staffed with Asal 
gone... Maybe they thought it’d be okay if it was jus 
picking it up from the framer and bringing it back = 
Tokyo?” 

“So, who is the member that you can’t contact? 

It didn’t sound like he could offer much help jus 
from hearing the situation, but Wataru figured he’d asi 
anyway. For some reason, Kawamura’s expression fel 
further. After an awkward pause, he blurted it out. 

“.. Kobayashi.” 

“Eh? You mean, THAT Kobayashi?” 

“Yes. The one who gets inarguments with Kazuk 
with terms like ‘obnoxious,’ the one who observed yos 
and Asaka hugging, the one who went further and tok 
Kazuki directly about it in an email without the slightes 
hint of spite, the one who took my excuse of that being 
just a hug and not a love scene seriously, the one whe 
blurts out comments like, “Definitely a girl who% 
traveled abroad.” That Kobayashi.” 

Wataru got the impression that it wouldn’t bs 
odd if he got into some kind of trouble, and his reactioz 
was silent. At that, Kawamura responded weakly witt 
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= defeated smile. Undoubtedly the rest of the club was 
Seling the same way. 

That was all the more reason not to wait around. 
= was already past 3 in the afternoon, and even if the 
ork safely arrived at this point, hanging it up would 
Bkely become an all-nighter job. 

“According to the schedule, they were supposed 
e arrive at 1 p.m.” 

“Yeah? So what could he be doing for two hours, 
nd where?” 

“Who knows? I’m just going to head to the work 
site. He definitely left the framer’s, but his phone’s not 
picking up. Kobayashi’s pretty airheaded and misses 
shings.” 

As Kawamura apologized and hurriedly started 
eff, Wataru called out to him. 

“Tl join you. Maybe I can lend a hand with 
something.” 

“Wataru...” 

“Besides, you were in the middle of your talk 
Sefore. The thing about Yuichi Kazuki.” 

“Ah, that was...” 

“Right? Make sure to fill me in later.” 

Wataru spoke lightly to relax his friend’s tension 
even a little, then started walking. 

“Let’s go.” 


Kawamura showed him to a neighborhood 
around thirty minutes away by train. It was a traditional 
upscale part of town filled with private residences 
renovated into shops and cafes, a currently popular 
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trend. The studio being worked on now was slated tc 
join them soon. 

“Ah, Kawamura and the underclassman!” 

Mitsuki had been standing forlornly before the 
gate, but she gave a relieved wave upon spotting thei 
approach. Judging from the antsy expression on her face 
it didn’t look like they’d learned anything new. 

“Sorry you got brought into this mess too. Thani 
you so much.” 

“It’s not a bother. I’m always looking afte 
Kawamura anyway...” 

“Hey, what are you talking about?” 

A flustered Kawamura protested to Wataru as be 
hastily bowed his head. Mitsuki giggled, invited thems 
come in, and showed them inside. 

It was an old-fashioned one-story wooden houss 
that was believed to be at least fifty years old, and @ 
was in the midst of being remodeled into a studio ang 
exhibition hall in a way that would preserve its classical 
beauty. As always, the plans from Shohei’s office nevel 
went overboard, and they created a new space that w 
a skillful blend of cutting-edge design and the ti 
honored aesthetic of the building itself. 

““We’re so close to being done with just a 
everything else. All that’s left is hanging the dis; 
pieces and cleaning, but...” 

“You seriously can’t get in touch w 
Kobayashi?” 

“... Yeah. But the truth is, we’ve been put 
charge of partitioning at the presentation party being 
tomorrow night... So we also have to make preparati 
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or that during the day tomorrow, once the hanging is all 
mnished. It doesn’t have much to do with renovation, but 
ince they went out of their Way to put the trust in us to 
sk us, we agreed to do it after talking it over amongst 
surselves.”” 

Mitsuki sighed deeply, at the end of her rope. 
there were ten main members gathered in the Japanese- 
tyle room slated to become the studio, and they all sat 
= the brand-new tatami mat on the floor with troubled 
boks. 

“It’s no use. His cell phone’s just not picking up. 
is family says they’ve gotten no word from him, and 
nere’s been no mention on the news of the Shinkansen 
sing stuck.” 

“The last call we got from him was when he 
ft the framer’s, right? He said he was coming back to 
akyo. Did something happen after that?” 

“I haven’t heard word of any accidents that 
suld fit that.” 

Everyone kept proposing thoughts, but no 
finitive plan came of them. That was only natural, 
sce none of them could get beyond wondering if 
mething had happened to Kobayashi. All they could 
)was wait for him to contact them. 

Kazuki isn’t here...? 

Wataru surreptitiously glanced around and 
aidn’t find any signs of Yuichi. He found that strange 
4 wondered what must have happened, and as he did, 
rceptive Mitsuki spoke to him in a low voice. 

“Kazuki said he was ‘going out for a moment.’ 
st was about ten minutes ago.” 
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“Yeah? But what could he be up to when 
club is in such trouble? He would surely come up 
some great idea if he was here.” 

“He looked a little preoccupied, so maybe 
calming himself down and considering relief meast 
Mitsuki said. She added, “The gap Asaka left is p 
hard to fill, but Kazuki just being here makes a 
difference. It’s odd saying it to someone younger, but 
brings a sense of reassurance.” 

“A sense of reassurance?” 

“Before Asaka left, he handled most of 
follow-up stuff. Getting in contact with contract 
support for the university side, handling all the detail 
discussions while the other members were busy 
preparations for the U.S. trip. It’s thanks to all the troul 
he went to that nobody objected to Asaka’s retirem: 
But... it’s tough for people to take the loss of a m: 
pillar of support, you know?” 


Of course, there was a reason for that, Wat 
felt. 

Masanobu had a unique approach called “ 
Asaka Magic.” He was incredibly good at getting ot 
people on board with things. It seemed like one wi 
from him was enough to make even the most reckl 
plans a reality. He also settled countless arguments 
disputes within the club. 

That was also the case back when Kazuki 
pitching in as a part-time job and got into an argum 
with Kobayashi, wasn't it? That sure takes me back. 

Wataru reminisced. Not even a year had pass: 
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¢ then, but it felt like ancient history. Too much had 
pened since then, and he could barely keep track of 
all in his head. 

“So, the one that gathered everyone at that point 
Kazuki.” 

“He did? But I thought Kazuki hated leadership 
5. 

“He doesn’t seem like he wants it even now. I 
n, he hasn’t even been in the club a year. He’s got a 
ferent sense of charisma from Asaka too, you know? 
"s curt with others and doesn’t know the meaning 
the word eloquence, but he’s trustworthy... I guess. 
y’re pretty much opposites, but his sense of presence 
similar to Asaka’s.” 

“Ah... Isee..2” 

It was an assessment that wouldn’t please Yuichi 
hear, but Mitsuki’s words were ample explanation for 
fataru. Wataru could easily picture him acting reluctant 
be relied upon by others but still handling all of the 
ponsibilities placed upon him regardless. 

But he must hate having Asaka follow him 
und no matter where he goes. I mean, even without 
t, he was calling Asaka “‘half-dead” or a punk. 

Yet Masanobu wasn’t likely to ever come chasing 
er him again. Considering that, it was exasperating to 
ink that he would always bear that hostility, but he 
self had said from the start that they just weren’t 
patible, so Wataru couldn’t really add much to that. 
Yuichi took over the club that Masanobu had created 
demonstrated skills no less than his, that would have 
n pure happiness to him. 
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“Still, this issue with Kobayashi is a real n: 
It’s already close to 4. What to do...” 

“If his cell phone’s off, maybe it got stole= 
the battery died... Maybe he forgot it somewhere” 

“With him, any of those are possible. But it 
real trouble if the work is gone with the phone.” 

“Yeah, uh... that’d be pretty rough...” 

Wataru could only go by hearsay, but seeing 
downcast looks on the members’ faces and the 
air that hung about them, he could well imagine 
serious the situation was. If for some reason the 
didn’t make it back, it would inevitably trigger 
issues like reimbursement and responsibility. 

It wouldn’t stop there. Wouldn’t it also 
for Shohei’s office, since the club got the work thr 
them? 


At the end of the day, the renovation club was 
group of amateurs, and the client was willing to ent 
even students with some measure of responsibility 
because they were referred through Shohei, who 
highly regarded in his field. There was ample possibil® 
that their relationship of trust would collapse in one 
Swoop. 

What to do, indeed. Kazuki, where are you 
what the hell are you doing? 

Could he possibly be consulting with Shohei? 

When the possibility briefly occurred to hi 
Wataru hastily ruled it out. No way. Even dealing with 
beloved younger brother, Shohei was dead serious w: 
it came to business. He would follow up on the mist: 
but it would be for the sake of his office’s reputation 
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the renovation club, and after such a critical failure 
would never pass jobs their way again. 

Yeah, no way. Kazuki wouldn’t ask for trouble 
that. Consulting Shohei would only come after all 
er possible options have been exhausted. But, with 
the case... I’ve got even less of an idea... 

For the moment, figuring out Kobayashi’s 
reabouts came first. There wasn’t much he could 
either, but Wataru furrowed his brows and pondered 
situation alongside the other members. Kawamura 
ied his arms nearby with a grimace and grunted 
thought. But there was no contact, and time passed 
by, minute by minute. A thick mood of fatigue and 
feat was starting to settle in upon the room. 

Then... 

“[’m back.” 

The sound of a door lightly sliding open rang 
ugh the room in blatant disregard of the gloomy 
od. Footsteps walked toward the studio from the 
t floor entryway, and Yuichi showed himself as all 
‘=ttention turned to him. 

“Kazuki...” 
“Hey, Kazuki...” 
He had everyone’s eyes on him at once, but 
Yuichi was perfectly calm. He first took notice of Wataru 
with an expression that looked mildly bemused that he 
ad come, then he faced the rest of the club members 
ence more. 

“J got in touch with Kobayashi. The work is safe. 
But I’m having him work on another matter right now, 
so I came back ahead of him by myself.” 
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“H-How did you find him?” 

“Was Kobayashi in an accident?” 

“What do you mean, another matter?” 

The questions came in a barrage, but Yui 
demeanor remained unchanged. He had _prol 
expected this. He waited until everyone got what 
wanted to say out and things were more or less se’ 
down before starting to explain the way things 
happened in concise terms. His seasoned attitude brot 
flashbacks of Masanobu not just to the club members. 
also to Wataru. Surprisingly, he was acting as thoi 
he had stopped caring. Wataru wondered, bewild 
what change could have happened to his mental state. 

“The truth is, the reason I left earlier 
because I got a message from Kobayashi.” 

“Eh...2” 

The whole room was taken aback as one, ana 
Yuichi apologized to them. 

“Sorry for acting on my own. I figured the 
reason Kobayashi called me up instead of the rest of you’ 
upperclassmen was because he was in a situation that 
was tough to talk about. So I went outside and wait 
and he called me back up. He brought the work back = 
Tokyo, but he noticed that he had made a huge mist: 
so he tried to fix it himself.” 

“A huge mistake? Does that mean...?” 

“He apparently forgot to make reservations 
with the caterers that were supposed to be called for the 
reception party. But the party is tomorrow night, so be 
had to make arrangements for the food by the end of 
today. On top of that, our client this time has picky tastes 
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he was explicitly told not to accept any compromises 
the taste just because it was being catered. When he 
led the company they were supposed to pick, they 
ed him down because they were booked solid... 
“s been running himself ragged trying to find a 
lacement company.” 

“What... the hell...” 

“It’s one thing after another, isn’t it?” 

The faint air of relief in the room turned even 
ore desperate. But Yuichi stayed as calm as he had 
ever been and responded. 

“It’s okay. It’s been taken care of. I figured we 
‘could call in one of Asaka’s connections for the catering, 
so I called him up and asked his advice. He referred 
me to a perfect match, and Kobayashi has gone to give 
them a detailed rundown. I’ve brought the frames and 
calligraphy.” 

“Asaka did that. ..?” 

“For us? Really?” 

“He says to hang in there. We shouldn’t have 
eny problems making the food arrangements.” 

At those last words, a huge sigh of relief swept 
through the whole room. Wataru was amazed at how 
much just dropping Asaka’s name could change the 
atmosphere. 

But there was something even more shocking. 
The others didn’t pay much attention, but Kawamura 
seemed to notice Wataru’s bewilderment. With that, he 
quietly stepped up and whispered low in Wataru’s ear. 
“See what I’m talking about now?” 

“Being... out of whack, you mean?” 
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mouth to feed,” it just didn’t seem to fit. 

““What’s with that face? You’re really rude, 
know.” 

“Ah, er... Sorry. I’m just not sure what to say 

“You could start with a simple ‘Congratulati 
I haven’t even told my family yet.” 

“Ah... Is that right?” 

“Yeah. Things aren’t exactly stable yet, so I 
to tell them after everything calms down a little. 
all, Kirie’s health comes first... though she’s in pt 
good spirits herself.” 

He spoke of the whole thing like an ou! 
observer, but his soft expression conveyed that he w: 
altogether dissatisfied with the new addition to the fa 
either. Masanobu had always known him as a fea: 
king, but for some reason his beautiful wife alone wa 
enough to throw his whole pacing into disarray, and B 
himself seemed to enjoy that. 

“Now that you mention it 
something to tell you, Shohei.” 

Masanobu’s eyes narrowed at the steam from 
the coffee in his hand, and he slowly elaborated. 

“Last night, I got a call late at night from Kazu 
His words were, ‘There’s trouble with the club and 
could use your help. I would ask for your instruction] 
thought I was hearing things in my sleep. The last thim 
I was expecting was for Kazuki to seek out advice 
much less from me.” 

“Did he, now? That’s funny.” 

Shohei’s tone shifted faintly as though 
interest was quite piqued. As he drank his coffee 


I also haw 
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hed a stream of joggers pass them by, he murmured 
tedly, “Yuichi did, huh?” 

“But what could have changed in his mind? If 
seriously racked his brain, he could have come up 
a solution as good as yours. No, he could do that 
ugh straight stubbornness.” 

“Yes, I thought so too. He isn’t willing to 
pt giving in even as a special exception, is he? But 
true. He said that it’s still too premature for him to 
onstrate his abilities in smoothing over things that 
¢ up in the club.” 

“Pre... mature?” 

“That logic threw me, too. Kazuki was confident 
he could have handled it himself. But when he 
idered the position and personality of the member 
© caused the trouble, he figured a new member like 
self should worry about leaving more influence 
er on down the line. For my part, I said that if the 
aining members could get over my loss, it would 
idify their unity and might be better for them, but... 
was one step above me.” 

Masanobu had been confident in his ability to 
hold of people’s hearts and maneuver situations 
illfully, but this time he clicked his tongue at Yuichi’s 
farsightedness. And he had even taken the initiative 
contact someone before whom he would ordinarily 
bow his head or show any sign of weakness. 

Ugh... I couldn't stand that calm voice, either. 

Yuichi no longer seemed to need pointless 
jbornness or meaningless pride. That was probably 
tt he had learned in his time apart from Wataru. 
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But what was really frightening was how far B= 
had mentally matured since the scant amount of time 
they had spent face to face at the airport. 

“... Shohei.” 

<Em?” 

“I think it’s about time you gave them si 
recognition. Wataru is a rare find for Yuichi. I’ve n 
seen lovers who strive through so much just because 
they like each other.” | 

To be with the one you love forever. 

To vow such a thing was easy, but to make it 
reality? There was no tougher task. 

“Don’t you get the feeling you can believe 
when you see those two together? It won’t be that easy & 
reality, of course. They’ll probably run into all kinds 
trouble... But I get the impression that whatever hap 
they won’t lose sight of what’s most important.” 

“Would you settle for that?” 

“I wouldn’t be happy. But if I don’t 
acknowledging reality, I'll never overcome Ka: 
Isn’t it the same for you, Shohei? I seem to remem! 
you wishing to give Kazuki a happy life. Where do 
draw the line?” 

Masanobu asked this and smiled at Shohei, 
Shohei fell unexpectedly silent. Masanobu had 
expecting him to retort with some hair-splitting, and 
was somewhat taken aback by this. 

Instead, Shohei remained silent for a wi 
minute before he finally opened his mouth with 
squeamish look. 
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“Kirie, she 

““Yes?”? 

“What do you think she told me after she learned 
ef her pregnancy at the hospital and came back? She 
=2ve me a cheerful smile and told me, ‘Moving forward. 
Sis will be no time for you to pick on your brother. 
Damn, isn’t that an awful misunderstanding, mistaking 
=xy feelings of love for picking on someone?” 

“Well... er...” 

“What?” 

“Was that serious?” Masanobu replied, and 
Shohei gave an exaggerated sigh. He had already been 
Git where it hurt from the unexpected ambush in the 
%rm of his wife, and to hear even Masanobu, whom he 
Gad intended to use as a pawn, chastising him made his 
Searing subdued. This was what they meant by, “killing 
someone’s interest.” 

“Kirie shouldn’t even know that Wataru is 
Suichi’s lover. Takako apparently gripes about how I’m 
= ‘last boss’ that picks on Yuichi and Wataru and how 
Geat’s why Yuichi stopped coming over to play. Well, I 
s=ppose in a sense it’s true. He’s grown more distant 
sence he’s being shunned.” 

“You surprise me. Here I’d considered you 
ssvincible, but you’re a surprisingly normal person.” 

“Daughters are kind of tedious to deal with. I 
ope we’ll get a son next. Tell you what, Masanobu. I’11 
marry Takako to you in another ten years. So join my 
effice in the future, okay?” 

“Now, look...” 

Masanobu’s brows creased as though it wasn’t a 
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joke. He didn’t want a problem child like this to be his 
father-in-law. After all, if that happened, he’d be stuck 
with him for the rest of his life. 

“Are you telling me to place myself in your car= 
for the rest of my life?” 

“Not a bad deal, is it?” Shohei replied with = 
brazen smile. Masanobu found himself unable to thi 
of a response. He told Shohei he’d think about it, 
gulped down the last of his coffee. 


It was around 1 a.m. when they finally got 
situation fully settled. The renovation club memi 
wrapped up one last work-exhausted meeting, and a! 
scolding Kobayashi, who had been nothing but down: 
the whole time, they were finally dismissed. They 
gotten a phone call midway through from Masanobu, 
they handled that call with a light post-situation re 

“Still, you surprised me today, Kazuki.” 

Wataru returned with Yuichi to his rental h 
and let out a calm breath inside his room. He w: 
being sarcastic at all. A feeling of honest admirai 
welled up inside of him. 

“I never thought you'd rely on Asaka in 
circumstances. I figured you'd be stubborn about it 
insist on the club doing everything on their own until 
ran right down to the wire.” 

“.., T suppose so. The old me might have done 
that way,” Yuichi replied with a wry smile. His expressiog 
had a relief to it that made it look all the more attractive 
He still showed vestiges of tension, but his eyes bore 
a sense of substantial accomplishment and a feeling o 
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=ansparency like he had gotten over something. 

What could it be? I guess... Kazuki really has 
changed, huh. 

Just lastnight when he had spent the night, Yuichi 
sad spoken as callously as ever, so when could it have 
been that he attained such softness? It wasn’t the simple 
Sct that he stopped refusing to budge on the matter of 
Masanobu. It was a more dramatic, fundamental change, 
== so Wataru thought. 

I don't really get it, but he feels more carefree 
Ran before. 

“A chemical change is taking place,’ Yuichi 
id. 

He said that he would free himself from his own 
sorld view, narrowed as it was by stubbornness and 
sesturing. As a demonstration of that determination, he 
sed removed his ring and told Wataru to wait until he 
Seained the right to wear it once more. 

Barely a few days had passed since then. But 
achi had already accomplished a determined maturity 
Ris own. 

“Kobayashi joined the circle because he admired 

a. That’s the reason I did that. He can get worked up, 

he grew afraid that if his mistake caused problems 

everyone, and if my leadership as a new member got 

= through without any more problems, that he would 

mrely lose his own position. That’s why I went out of 
=y way to get Asaka in on it.” 

Yuichi sat on the bed and explained himself 
searily. Wataru was looking at him with such shining 
syes that he must have figured it would be best to give 
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away his trick and wrap up the talk. 

“If Asaka’s efforts were what settled the m: 
they’d think, ‘Asaka’s so great, and be done with it. 
club members still need his magic. It’s good for 
motivation and encouragement. They’d think, “We 
to hurry up and make it so that we don’t have to 
Asaka into things’ or something like that.” 

“So that was it...” 

“I still hate Asaka, but... I can’t let 
pointless stubbornness drag someone else’s ni 
through the mud. Honestly, the only catering servi 
could think of that had guaranteed good taste and c 
act immediately was that foreign restaurant from 
first shrine visit in the new year. Asaka’s connecti 
really are a treasure. I can’t give in, either. Up until 
no matter how confident I looked on the outside, I n 
liked connecting with others, but you don’t get by i= 
job by picking and choosing based on what you like> 

Yuichi casually let slip words that would h: 
pained him to say only a short while ago. Kazuki 
definitely changing. Wataru felt like he could blink 
any moment and Kazuki would become a diffe 


person. 

Kazuki isn’t losing out to Asaka at all. 

Wataru was embarrassed to say it out loud, 
he whispered it quietly in his heart. 

Yuichi had probably always carried a desire 
be a better lover “for Wataru.” His unruly attitude | 
its own appeal, but from the perspective of adults 1 
Shohei and Masanobu, he couldn’t help but come ac: 
as “immature.” 
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Still, that wasn’t the man who sat before him. 
felt that distinctly. 
JI... want to get the ring back from you once 


He thought that openly. 

It might have been too soon to say that out loud. 
be it was better to wait for Yuichi to say it. All 
u could do was to be someone who could accept 
no matter what the situation ever was. But he had 
ver considered his bare ring finger as sadly as he did 


I guess that makes sense. Those rings know 
thing about us. And yet the moment I want to 
ember the most, mine's off my finger. 

So he would at least instill it in his body. 

How much he loved Yuichi right now. 
How proud he was of him. 
“Were. 2” 

Yuichi spoke to him with a perplexed voice as 
ataru quietly rose to his feet. Wataru walked up to him 
athout reply and embraced him silently, and Yuichi felt 
faint sense of consternation inside. 

“What is it? Is something bothering you?” 

“It’s not that... it’s not that...” 

He shook his head slightly and looked back at 
ichi with burning eyes. His gaze spoke of his feelings 
re eloquently than any words. Yuichi was warm 
though flushed to the core, and his breathing grew 
iceably shallow. His body temperature was changing 
his patience had run low. 

“... Dummy.” Yuichi murmured in a husky 
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voice as he remained in Wataru’s embrace. The sul 
romantic tone made Wataru’s chest shudder, and Wat 
found himself at a loss for what to reply. If he ope: 
his mouth now, there was no telling how much he wi 
embarrass himself. 

But Yuichi lifted his face without betraying 
slightest intent. 

“Wataru...” 

“Yeah?” 

«Do you want me?” 

“... Yeah.” 

Wataru nodded shyly, and Yuichi str 
through his hair gently with the fingers of his right 
His left hand hadn’t healed yet, so he had continued 
romancing one-handed since coming back to Japan, 
something like this had already happened before and 
was little more than an obstacle that they laughed ov. 

Wataru’s posture shifted and he was pu: 
down to the bed. This time he found himself looking 
at Yuichi, His own pestering hadn’t taken much time 
light a spark within him. 

pees 

Their lips meshed together and sucked stro: 
Their breathing grew rough and dirty. The clothes 
they hastily ripped off of one another lay piled on 
floor in a manner akin to they themselves. The press= 
heaviness pleased Wataru, and he let out many 
breaths of pleasure. He desired this so dearly, he had 
be embraced to feel it. 


“Wataru, it’s hotter than usual today.” 
SER? 
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“It’s ready to go before even getting 
imulated.” 

The wry murmur was probably Yuichi’s sole 
ibbornness. The part of Wataru that throbbed before 
ing touched trembled with the desire he had spoken 
Fingers traced its contours, and as it was loved 
nin that hand, Wataru gave himself over to ecstasy, 
etting even to subdue his voice. 

“Ah... mm... Kazuki... Ka... zuki...” 

He must have kept calling out that name 
ntless times as he gasped. How much of himself had 
n devoured by those lips that wandered his body. 
se teeth that left such sweet bite marks? 

“Kazuki... Llove you...” 

“J like that. Tell me again.” 

“I love you...” 

“More,” Yuichi demanded, intoxicated, as he 

his tongue over Wataru’s earlobe. As Yuichi’s right 
d toyed with him, Wataru was already twitching and 
ipping honey, but he wasn’t allowed to go that easily. 
“Aah...” 
Wataru found his arched-out chest’s nipples 
ing nibbled, a subtle irritation against him no matter 
roughly he wrenched the sheets. The teeth that 
ised to let him near climax made him shudder in 
her ecstasy, and Wataru griped repeatedly that he 
dn’t hold it. 

Their flesh rubbing together created an obscure 
t, and Yuichi’s fingers ran over his whole body. When 
ru was touched by his manly passion, he knew that 
rising gasps would become sounds of pleasure. 
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“Kazuki... Kazuki, come on, please...” al 
Yuichi licked up the tears that formed at 
corner of Wataru’s eyes with relish. Wataru’s gass= 
became pleading noises, and a voice akin to sobbise 
leaked out of his throat in embarrassment. 
“Wataru... I love you... | 
“Yeah...” | 
The whispers of feeling spread to clenchiag 
fingers. 
Waiting eagerly for the moment in which they 


would become one, Wataru embraced Yuichi hard... — 

Wataru went to his high school graduataca 
ceremony on a morning where cherry blossoms in eae 
bloom swayed in the spring breeze. 

Clad in his school uniform for the last time a 
he straightened his back and put the auditorium whes 
the ceremony had taken place behind him. He went basil 
briefly to his classroom for some final partings with Ea 
classmates and teachers, then took his personal thims§ 
and bag and headed out for the schoolyard again 4 
tumult of crying and laughing among the students rasa 
out across the area. 
“Tt’s like... Just watching fills me waa 
emotions.” | 

“Wataru. Hey now, what are you doing ditching 
by yourself? Aren’t you going to the thank-you pa=y 
after this?” 

“Kawamura...” 

Someone gave him a cheerful pat on the basi 
and when Wataru looked, he saw that usual bright smi 
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== was going to a different college than Kawamura, and 

thought that they wouldn’t walk the same school 

diding paths any more suddenly made loneliness well 
inside him. 

“What’s with the long face? You must have 
red up and decided to live with Kazuki. You had 
© rough waters for a while, but he’s been pretty cool 

Geely. Yeah, I’ve changed my mind about him.” 

“Even if you say ‘decided,’ it would only be after 
mer when we actually do anything. I’m going to 
part-time and save up money, and we’re planning 
take our time househunting for just the right place. I 
just happy to go back to feeling that way naturally. 
ks for all the times you’ve worried about me.” 

“Bh?” 

“I’m really glad to have been your best friend. 
if we’re graduating, we should still hang out every 
, and then.” 


Wataru had found it a good opportunity to offer 
cere show of gratitude, and Kawamura’s face grew 
at that. And was that some moisture beginning to 
in his eyes? Because of that, Wataru was forced to 
the one to hastily smooth over his expression this time. 
let him cry at this point, it would definitely catch 
With girls and underclassman students watching 
. he wanted very much to avoid that. 

‘Still... A lot really has happened, huh... 

In particular, he could call the days after he met 
schi tumultuous. 
He had accidentally swapped rings with the 
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one known around the school as a prince, he’d 
treated coldly without knowing why, and his bac! 
of feelings had turned into love. But even after sh: 
their feelings they didn’t go around openly as | 
and just having his partner be popular had caused 
fair share of grief. 

My dropped ring was hidden by a first-year 
then she passed by Kazuki who had become a co! 
student, and then there was the whole imposition 
asking Karin to pretend to be a girlfriend... It’s r 
been a packed couple of years. 

Just remembering it made him sigh. 

It had first started piling up when Yt 
announced that he had placed in the top thirty in 
national mock exams. Wataru found it hard to f 
Shohei giving his proclamation of hostility on 
trip to Okinawa, and the surprise kiss from Masai 
over summer vacation. He had resented the existence 
Yuichi’s “close” partner Mizuho, and they had feveri: 
shared many fights and more kisses. 

Still, it’s not like it’s all over today. On 
contrary, this graduation is an occasion for a fresh si 
between Kazuki and I. 

This was no time to get bogged down 
sentimentality. Wataru mustered his spirit and a: 
Kawamura a question. 

“What time was the thank-you party?” 

He had arrangements with Yuichi today so 
wouldn’t be able to participate, but he thought it mi 
be nice to show his face even for a little while if it 
feasible. 


The Finger Never Sleeps 191 


Until... 

“H... Hey... Wataru...” 

Kawamura noticed something and _ his 
lexion shifted. He had just been crying, but his 
narrowed upon seeing something by the school 
and a small shudder might have racked his body. 

“Kawamura? What’s with the change in tone? 
re are you even looking...” 

“The gate! Just look at the gate!” 

5 oh Se 

He gave in to the unusual intensity in the words 
looked in that direction to see what the deal was. 

In the next moment. 

The air was stirred by his form. 

There were girl students standing on the balls 
their feet and sighs from every direction. It spread 
ackly, and a sweet atmosphere softly filled the air. 

“Ka... zuki...” 
Wataru murmured in a daze, hardly able to 
lieve it. 

No, how? It couldn’t be. There was no way a 
who hated uproars as much as he did would show 
with no hesitation in front of people, and moreover 
the place that stood out the most. Wataru reflexively 
ated that to himself, but no matter how much he 
to object, Yuichi never disappeared from his sight. 

“It’s upperclassman Kazuki!” 

“No way, why? Is he here for someone?” 

“Ooh, what do I do? It’s really him!” 

The whispered conversations around them all 
inded happy and eager. Everyone watched his actions 
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closely as he approached not just the girl students & 
also the teachers, parents, siblings and male stude=! 
eyes darting around eagerly as if to spot his target. 


S-Say, Wataru, is Kazuki, uh. 


Yuichi was all dressed up in a top of the line cas 
and suit. He approached Wataru’s way with an cles=y 
stride, falling cherry blossoms in the background. 

He had rare good looks that caught the eye, =a 
he was tall with a refined style. He was the picture 4 
perfection, as though a prince imagined in a young gi 
dream had come to life. He slowly came to a stop = 
front of Wataru. 

“*.. Wataru.” 

Everyone on the spot drew in a breath at & 
single word laced with love. 

“Kazuki. is 

“I promised you I’d congratulate you.” 

A fascinating faint smile crossed his lips, == 
his expression practically said, “How’s this?” His rit 
hand held a small bouquet of white roses. It was wrapps 
tastefully without any gaudiness, hinting at the sinces 
feelings of the person who chose it. 

“Congratulations on your graduation.” 

“Er... Ah...” 

He smoothly offered forth the bouquet, =a 
Wataru reflexively took it in both hands. As he did. 
successive chorus of cries of shock and envy came frag 
the gallery watching the spectacle unfold, mostly from 
the girl students. 

“W-W-W-Wataru! You... What? You took it?) 
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Kawamura was blushing furiously and pitching 
fit in consternation right alongside the girls. The 
ne was so loud that even Wataru, while he had been 

ibfounded at first, found this to be ridiculous. 

“Don’t laugh at this point!” 

“Sorry, Kawamura. It’s just so ridiculous.” 

“What are you going to do about this uproar?! 

girls are in a panic! Hey!” 

Truly, Yuichi Kazuki’s incredible popularity 

isted after he graduated. And after such a showy 
formance on such a day, no one would listen if told to 
p it down. A casual glance revealed Mai Tachibana, 
© had once illicitly loved Yuichi and sought to lock up 
rin out of jealousy, staring in shock with her friends. 

“Ah... I think they might be onto us now...” 

As Wataru looked back at her awkwardly, Mai 
ickly averted her gaze. Her staggered side profile 
ked stunned in disbelief rather than disgusted. Then 
turned to a wry smile, and she couldn’t hold in her 
ghter. 

“Sh... She’s laughing...” 

Kawamura said this as though viewing a sight 
Scrifying to behold. But aside from Mai, the other 
Sudents’ uproar showed no signs of abating, and several 
Sechers could be seen running up to see what had 
Seppened. 

“Uh-oh. The teachers are coming.” 

Kawamura tugged on Wataru’s sleeve and asked 
®hat they should do. Wataru looked to Yuichi’s posture. 
Suichi was looking over the expanse of riotous students 
ith distaste and a disdainful look that didn’t suit his 
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utiful countenance. 

“.., So noisy.” 

In an instant, silence fell over the scene like a 
lash of cold water. 

No one had ever seen such a distasteful and 
‘ociable attitude from Yuichi Kazuki, who had been 
jored as one of the greatest star students ever and 
om everyone had considered nice to others. 

“Well, I knew,” Kawamura muttered to himself. 

Yuichi ignored him and calmly turned back to 
taru. “Shall we?” he called out in a curt voice, then 
k Wataru’s hand and ran off. 


Perhaps because it was the middle of the 

ernoon on a weekday, there was no sign of children 

ying at the children’s park attached to the soccer field. 
¢ area that had splendid hydrangea blooming in the 
early summer was now full of leaves that had made it 
ough winter falling to the ground in bright shades of 
en. 

As Yuichi pulled him along, Wataru hada look of 
abated excitement. He’d figured out their destination 
ng the way and drew a sharp breath in recognition. 
is was the place where they had confirmed their 
tual feelings for the first time and exchanged rings. 

“Kazuki, that was amazing, what you did.” 

Wataru let out a breath and spoke up behind 
uichi as he finally came to a stop. 

“That was the first time I’ve gotten flowers in 
life. It surprised me.” 

“Did it impose on you?” 
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“Not at all. It was pretty freaking embarrassing 
actually, but... it made me happy. Thank you.” 

“Is that right?” 

Yuichi turned toward him with a smile, met his | 
eyes and started to speak, though Wataru had a good | 
idea of what he was going to say before he even opened 
his mouth. | 

“Actually, there’s one more thing I want to give 
you, Wataru.” 

“... Yeah, me too.” 

Wataru gave a slight smile and quietly drew the 
silver ring from his uniform pocket. Yuichi was holding | 
its counterpart in his right hand. The two looked at each | 
other, smiled as though in slight embarrassment, and 
quietly dropped their rings into one another’s palms. | 

“It’s too bad, huh? If your left hand was healed | 
I'd have put it on.” 

“TJ should be the one saying that. Well, shall we) 
do it over again, even with just you?” 

“Er, that’s... Take it easy a little...” | 

Feeling that he might very well do it, Waters” 
smiled and tried to downplay it. That last act had bees 
shocking as it was. If they played any more at beime 
engaged, he might die of embarrassment. 

“Don’t talk about dying or anything on such = 
great day.” 

Yuichi correctly read Wataru’s expression and 
cut him off quickly. 

“If that freaked you out, you won't be able & 
handle the future. I told you. Desire and devotion drive 
me out of control. Have you forgotten?” 
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“No, I remember. I remember, but...” 

“Hm?” 

“It’s too much for me. It’s seriously embarrassing. 
imean, I can’t handle it. It’s too much!” 

“... Speak Japanese.” 

As the ring in his hand brought him a growing 
sense of reality, Wataru found himself powerfully 
embarrassed. Wataru watched his confused lover with a 
&alf-dumbfounded expression, thinking to himself, What 
am I doing? But having caused an incident that brought 
=p such distant future considerations, he couldn’t just 
Slithely ignore it. 

“Look, are you going that far?” 

Yuichi gave him an indignant glare as if asking 
Gim who he thought that was for, and Wataru hastily 

sed his mouth. He tried to ease the awkwardness by 
ipping the ring on his left ring finger, and a feeling of 
lief enveloped him as though it had finally come back 
= where it belonged. 

“Say, Kazuki. You think there might be any 
nings for rental houses over the summer?” 

“Beats me. But who cares? We don’t have to 
mmit to anything right now. If you really want to be 
ith me, you can always stay over at my place, right?” 
“Two men in a one-bedroom apartment? It 
ight be a little cramped...” 

“If you don’t want to, don’t come.” 

It was a dispassionate conversation, but his 
pression remained happy the whole time. Their 
turally connected fingers seemed to promise smiling 
es tomorrow. 
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“Its size wouldn’t fit any other finger.” 

With that exaggeration, Yuichi deposited hs 
returned ring carefully into his coat pocket. Then Bi 
leaned down and gave Wataru a respectful kiss. Th 
memories of first touching lips and being embraced # 
a reverie here all came flooding back to him. Both thet 
and now, the whole world was within Yuichi. 

“Oh, yes. I remembered something.” 

“Eh?” 

“I promised a friend in New York that I’d sexi 
over a picture of you, Wataru. You don’t mind, right?7 

Yuichi slowly withdrew his lips, looked ins 
Wataru’s eyes, and smiled. Wataru started to wonde 
in surprise what friend this was, but his words wex 
drowned out in his admiration of Yuichi’s beauty. 

“Now then. I’ve gotten pretty hungry. Let’s 
get something to eat.” 

“Sure.” 

The two of them walked side by side, gaze 
entwined with no hesitation. 

“Kazuki... I love you...” 

Wataru drew a breath and spoke his name softy 
Yuichi whispered mischievously in response as thous 
he had just remembered something. 

“It’s about time you started calling me by = 
first name.” | 

“Eh...” 

“Yuichi. Not Kazuki. Come on, try saying it 3 
you don’t, I won’t kiss you again.” 

“K-Kazuki! Are you serious?!” 

“Yuichi.” 
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“What’s with that look? -.-Well, I guess Yuichi 
2lone sounds a little weird.” 

“Huh?”” 

At Yuichi’s bold, decisive look, Wataru got a bad 
®eling. He quickly straightened himself up and braced 
simself for the next words, watching his partner. 

“... Master Yuichi. It’s got a nice ring to it, 
doesn’t it?” 

“Not at all.” 

Wataru shook his head firmly, but the high- 
spirited tyrant wasn’t about to listen to him. 

Wataru’s resistance and Yuichi’s laughing voice 
ve a glimmer to each of their rings. 


